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Elam, a retired federal lawyer.

The couple's path toward reducing their carbon footprint

actually began with a leaky roof.
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"It was 30 to 40 thousand dollars for a new slate roof," said Levinson, also a lawyer. The
couple has owned the house since 1991 and had already begun a renovation project with
Bob Reinhardt of Reinhardt Architects in Garrett Park.
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"Ten years ago we did a deck, and in
2006 they came to me about a slate roof
that leaked, an old mechanical system
and possibly putting a home office on
the third floor. There was no discussion
on green or sustainable design,"
Reinhardt said.

As the design team kicked around ideas,
the couple applied for and received a
Renewable Energy Demonstration
Project grant from the District's
Department of the Environment.

The renovation is still too recent for any
long-term readings on how much power

is being generated or saved, but the owners report that their April and May power bills were

half of normal and June's was a third less.
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Rockville house in 1997, they have been making it
increasingly energy-efficient. "We redid the windows,
changed out the HVAC system [heating, ventilation and
air conditioning] and dramatically reduced our usage,"”
Chitnis said. The couple cited Al Gore's film "An
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Inconvenient Truth" as an influence, as well as documentaries that depict regular people

using solar power.
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"It wasn't just rich people doing it,"
Chitnis said.

In April, the couple decided to take
things to the next level by tapping
savings and installing a 2.3-kilowatt
photovoltaic system on their rear-facing
roof. It cost $27,000, but they got
$8,000 back in tax credits and have cut
their electric bills in half compared with
their usage before going solar and
switching out the heating and
air-conditioning system.

On sunny days, with the air conditioner
off, the photovoltaic panels generate

more electricity than the house uses. The system was installed with a digital electric meter
that allows the owners to see when the house turns into a power generator. "The first day it
was installed in April, we just had the lights on in the house and you could see it producing

power," Koester said. "It was pretty amazing."

Any excess power generated by the house counts as a credit against the family's electric bill.
With older electric meters, the wheel would actually spin backward, but new meters, like

everything else, have gone digital.

Proponents of solar typically caution that the best way to take advantage of the sun s to
ensure that the house is already highly energy-efficient. Adequate insulation, tight doors and
windows, and updated heating and air-conditioning systems are keys to making solar work.
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The couple hoped to reduce the upfront cash outlay
when they applied for a D.C. Renewable Energy
Demonstration Project grant. "We were led to believe
that everything looked good on the application, but then
we were told they ran out of money,"” Swanson said. The
grant would have paid for half the cost of the system.
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According to Karen Davis, an energy
program specialist for the District's
Department of the Environment, the
most recent round of the grant program
ended this week. A new round will soon
be announced for fiscal year 2009, and
applications can be downloaded from
the Department of the Environment's
Web site.
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Swanson and Wurtz didn't get their
grant, so they are taking advantage of
the federal tax credit and paying for the
rest of the project out of their
renovation funds. Illustrating the
still-experimental nature of mainstream
solar, the couple's first electric bill with the new system was for $1,214. Because their
typical bills previously were $100 or less, the couple called Pepco. After several calls and
some recalculating, Pepco reduced the bill to $40.

Although some kinks remain in the billing process, the couple said solar in the District is a
no-brainer. "The viability of PV [photovoltaics] is not a big leap, and on a flat roof it's not a
risky proposition," Swanson said.

While the role of solar in the energy mix is increasing, the folks selling the systems are more
impressed with changes among users. Greater awareness of how much energy is being
consumed or generated can be life-altering.

"You can get the energy readings for how much power your system is generating sent right
to your BlackBerry," Clifford said. "It absolutely changes behavior."”
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