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Bright ideas: 
Companies embrace possibilities of green energy
May 28, 2004  & June 4, 2004 -- Kevin J. Shay, Staff Writer

A company that spends more money for electricity than it has to might be called, among other things, impractical.

But Roger Telschow, founder and president of Silver Spring printing company Ecoprint, says the extra expense is well worth it.

Ecoprint uses electricity that's generated by wind, which fits Telschow's business philosophy of using renewable energy and other environmentally friendly processes as much as possible.

"There is a prevailing belief in business that you cannot make money and still do the right thing for the environment," Telschow said. "I'm trying to show that you can."

Ecoprint, which has 11 employees, pays about $2,000 more annually for wind-generated electricity and also spends extra to buy less toxic ink and other materials. But the company has been profitable each year since its founding as a one-man operation in 1984, Telschow said. Ecoprint was among the first to sign up for wind-generated electricity when Washington Gas Energy Services of Herndon, Va., began offering it in late 2002.

Ecoprint is one of a growing number of businesses -- from taxicab companies to commercial builders -- turning to alternative energy.

Their reasons vary. For some, such as Ecoprint and Whole Foods Market of Austin, Texas, a natural-food chain whose Maryland locations are partly powered by wind, it's a natural extension of their corporate philosophy. For others, such as Tex-Mex restaurant chain Austin Grill of Bethesda, which uses only wind-generated electricity, it's a way to contribute to a worthy cause.

Still other businesses want to help cut U.S. dependence on foreign oil. Another factor: The federal government could limit economic development in the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area if its air quality continues to deteriorate -- and alternative, cleaner energy sources may be the key to reducing pollution.

And finally, while their executives may not like to admit it, many businesses are turning to alternative energy for the most basic economic reason of all: Going green can help attract more of the green stuff.

Last year, 68 million adults, or about one-third of U.S. consumers, took environmental and social issues into account when they made purchases, according to the Natural Marketing Institute of Harleysville, Pa. That was up from 63 million adults in 2002.

U.S. consumers spent $230 billion last year on products they considered environmentally responsible and healthful, according to the institute. 

That figure includes money spent on items such as organic food, as well as alternative-energy products.

"Maryland consumers want to shop at places that are environmentally conscious and share their same values," said Gary Skulnik, founder and director of the Clean Energy Partnership, a nonprofit in Silver Spring that works with businesses to incorporate cleaner energy in cost-effective ways.

Whole Foods, which has grown to a $3.1 billion public company since forming in 1980, was not motivated by attracting more "green" consumers when it switched to renewable energy, spokeswoman Kate Lowery-Monteilh said. But that doesn't mean there was no indirect pressure.

"Some of our customers expect it of us," Lowery-Monteilh said. "That ties back to our mission of helping the environment."

Wind power costs decline
Local businesses that sign up for wind-generated electricity need not install any costly equipment -- the energy is supplied through utilities' regular grids and obtained from a West Virginia wind farm. In Maryland, companies pay an extra 2 cents per kilowatt hour for the wind power.

The efficiency of wind turbines has increased and costs for wind power have declined significantly in the past two decades, according to the American Wind Energy Association, a trade organization in Washington. 

Nationally, the price of electricity from wind farms has declined from about 30 cents per kilowatt hour in the early 1980s to about 5 cents per kilowatt hour.

That's comparable to the price of electricity from conventional sources like coal and natural gas.

But it costs more to build wind farms on the hilly land of the Northeast and mid-Atlantic than on the plains and deserts of the Midwest and West, driving up the cost of wind power in this region, according to the wind association. Also, wind speed is generally lower in this region than on the Great Plains, causing higher costs in Maryland.

Austin Grill, which has seven restaurants in the Washington region, is paying an additional $40,000 annually for wind energy, said Chris Patterson, president and COO. 

It's an expense," he said, "but the more people do it, the cheaper it becomes."

Solar energy a different matter
Using solar energy -- whether to heat water or generate electricity -- is a different matter. The panels and other equipment can run hundreds of thousands of dollars for larger businesses.

For instance, Whole Foods spent more than $500,000 on a 120-kilowatt solar power system for its 49,000-square-foot store in Edgewater, N.J. The array covers 14,000 square feet of the store's roof and meets more than 20 percent of its electricity needs.

While the up-front costs for solar power are higher than for wind, a company saves on its monthly utility bills.

Whole Foods is reviewing other stores in the mid-Atlantic region, including its seven in Maryland, to see which will work best with solar power, Lowery-Monteilh said. 

A Princeton, N.J., store will add solar panels this summer. Of the company's 157 stores in North America and the United Kingdom, more than 40 are powered partly by wind and five -- the other four are in California -- by solar energy.

Maryland allows businesses to take a credit against their income taxes equal to 15 percent of the total installed cost up to $1,000 for solar water heaters and up to $2,000 for photovoltaic products, which convert sunlight into electricity.

The tax incentives are slated to expire at the end of the year, but a bill sponsored by state Sen. Robert J. Garagiola (D-Dist. 15) of Germantown and signed by Gov. Robert L. Ehrlich (R) will provide grants of up to $5,000 or 20 percent of the cost of solar energy equipment for commercial and other nonresidential property. The limit is $3,000 for residential property.

Grants of $2,000 or 20 percent of the cost of solar water-heating products will be available starting in January. 

The Maryland Energy Administration will administer the program.

"This is the way of the future," said Garagiola, who also co-sponsored a bill requiring 7.5 percent of the state's energy to come from renewable sources by 2014; Ehrlich signed that bill, too. "We need to create the market to jump-start it."

Other clean trends
Several builders have applied for state tax credits for current projects that use alternative energy. In 2001, Eco Housing Corp. of Bethesda built a 43-unit complex in Northwest Washington called Takoma Village Cohousing that incorporates geothermal heating and cooling, plus energy-efficient and cleaner ventilation measures. Its new cohousing community in Silver Spring, Eastern Village, is a 60-unit loft-type project.

Taxicab companies such as Barwood, Regency and Silver use converted vehicles powered by compressed natural gas. Airport shuttle companies, including SuperShuttle, also use such vehicles.

In 1996, Barwood became one of the first private companies in the region to use natural-gas vehicles, said President Lee Barnes. Barwood now has 24 such vehicles, but the program is hamstrung by the relative scarcity of refueling stations, he said.

Maryland has 20 compressed natural gas stations, ranking 18th in the United States, according to federal figures.

Natural gas is cheaper than gasoline, according to a 1999 U.S. Department of Energy study of Barwood's vehicles, which computed 4.4 cents per mile for natural gas, compared with 6.4 cents for gasoline. Fuel economy is about the same, at 17 miles per gallon for each type, while vehicle emissions were significantly lower from natural gas, the DOE study said.

The state offers a rebate of up to $10,000 for companies purchasing an alternative fuel shuttle bus. Among the companies that have qualified are Document Systems, a Bethesda high-tech company, and Priority One Services of Alexandria, Va., a private transportation and research business that operates in Maryland.

Interest in the program waned somewhat after Ford Motor Co. announced it would stop building natural-gas vehicles with the 2004 model year, said Michael Li, chief of staff of the Maryland Energy Administration.

"But with the recent development of gasoline prices surpassing natural gas prices, we expect interest to pick up," he said.

This report originally appeared in The Business Gazette. http://gazette.net/gazette_archive/2004/200423/business/pglocal/220426-1.html

