CLEVELAND PARK CITIZENS ASSOCIATION

MEMBERSHIP MEETING

March 9, 2010

A meeting of the Cleveland Park Citizens Association (CPCA), co-sponsored by the Cleveland Park Historical Society (CPHS), was convened at 7:00 p.m. at the Cleveland Park Congregational Church on Tuesday, March 9, 2010.  In addition to the six Executive Committee members who were present, 53 members and 10 guests signed in for a total of 69 attendees.  John Chelen, CPCA President, introduced Ruth Caplan, the organizer of the meeting and the moderator of the panel, who serves as the Executive Committee liaison to the Greening Cleveland Park Working Group, headed by MaryAnn Nash.
Caplan introduced the panelists: Mary Cheh, Ward 3 member of the D.C. City Council; Tersh Boasberg, Chair of the D.C. Historic Preservation Review Board, Brendan Meyer, who is in charge of the sustainability focus in the D.C. Historic Preservation Office (HPO); Tom Jester, of the Quinn Evans architectural firm and incoming chair of the Montgomery County Historic Preservation Commission); and Sandy Roskes, Vice President for sales of Astrum Solar.  

The panelists described new environment-sustainability initiatives being undertaken by the City Council and the HPO.  They discussed the benefits of weatherization of homes, the desirability of restoring old windows, and the potential of solar energy for electricity generation and of geothermal energy for heating and air conditioning. 

After the panel discussion was concluded, Chelen reminded members of the next meeting, at 7:00 p.m. on March 16 at Adas Israel Congregation, which will deal with organizational structure (e.g., board vs. direct election of officers). He also said that other meetings would be scheduled to discuss issues relating to the revision of the CPCA Bylaws.  He said the draft amendments to the Bylaws are not expected to be available by June, but he expected that a statement of approach and vision would be.  

Susie Taylor described the opportunity to receive $1.5 million from DDOT to improve pedestrian safety on Connecticut Ave. between Macomb and Porter.  She asked people to submit their thoughts about problems; DDOT would then identify potential solutions, with price tags which will be discussed at the April 13th monthly meeting.  

She also announced the postponement of Cleveland Park Day from May until the fall, due to the effort required for the DDOT project.   It was suggested that the postponed Cleveland Park Day could serve as the kick-off to CPCA’s 100th anniversary in 2011.

The meeting was adjourned at 9:15 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Ann Hamilton, Recording Secretary

------------------------------ 

If you want more information on the topics touched upon above, read on.

These notes capture some of the highlights of the 90-minute panel discussion.  It was intended that the session would be podcast, but technical problems intervened. 
Caplan noted that nationally 40% of all energy use in the U.S. is consumed in buildings, half in residences. In the District, buildings account for 75% of all energy use.  

In response to the first of a series of questions from Caplan, Cheh described the background of her role as chair of the Council’s Government Operations and Environment Committee, and noted that DC’s building codes were being “greened up” with respect to permits, certificates of occupancy, and more.   She described the Clean and Affordable Energy Act, which measures energy use in commercial buildings, and the Sustainable Energy Utility, which would provide a loan fund for undertaking energy-saving initiatives.  She noted that it is impossible to monitor what isn’t measured, and that all these initiatives are described on the Department of the Environment website, under Green Energy DC.

Meyer talked about the sustainability efforts undertaken by the HPO, including both geothermal and solar energy.  He emphasized that energy efficiency and historic preservation objectives fit together well and that both can be accomplished simultaneously.   Jester underlined this fact, noting that a focus on existing building styles provides an exciting opportunity to achieve both goals.

Boasberg reminded the group that he had been a founder and the first president of the Cleveland Park Historical Society, whose Architectural Review Committee had done a wonderful job of reviewing proposed modifications to homes. Caplan expressed thanks to the Historical Society for co-sponsoring this meeting.  Boasberg went on to emphasize how much the members had done for environmental sustainability simply by living in historic homes.   Roskes described how he had gotten into the solar business, saying that, as an environmental engineer,  he had always kept his eye on alternative energies.

Turning to weatherization, Caplan asked Jester how such considerations had affected his renovation work on Eastern Market and its applicability to other small businesses.  He replied that energy efficiency was critical to any project, and that the 2007 fire had provided an opportunity to apply science-based decisions to the design, especially both the visible and invisible aspects of HVAC systems (e.g., the location of compressors).  Asked how to get the biggest bang for a buck, he cited weather-stripping, storm windows, and caulking as effective and inexpensive approaches, noting that maintenance of historic houses was one of the most effective approaches to energy efficiency.  He also suggested the purchase of new energy-efficient appliances.

Asked about city-funded energy audits, Cheh replied that they had been stopped but would be resumed.  Since an energy audit costs only about $300, it was probably sensible for homeowners to pay for their own in the meanwhile.  Roskes, who also advises his clients on energy efficiency measures,  pointed out that each step taken toward energy conservation makes the next step easier.

On the subject of windows, Caplan reminded Meyer that he had told her that, because older windows came from old, strong wood, they were more efficient than new ones, made with wood grown rapidly on tree farms.  He agreed, noting that it was usually preferable to restore old windows, since replacement windows have a much shorter life expectancy.  Jester commented that this is a good way to have one’s cake and eat it, too.

At Caplan’s invitation, Judy Hubbard came forward and reported on her recent experience with an energy audit of her house which she had believed to be quite energy-efficient due to earlier measures taken.  She recently invested about $2,000 in simple measures like re-insulating the attic, weather-stripping, and caulking, which has already led to significant savings.

Caplan asked Roskes to talk about the potential of solar water and electricity.  He explained the difference between thermal (heating water) and photovoltaic (generating electricity) solar panels, noting that orientation was most important for the efficiency of either system.  The panels need to face south and can’t be shaded, since the panels need to receive direct electricity between 9 a.m. and 3 p.m.  Trees, he said, are the enemy of solar energy.  The financial benefits depend on the price of electricity and the financial incentives available.  For example, a federal tax credit covers about 30% of the investment cost, and DC’s solar grant covers another 30-35%.  On top of this, there are energy cost savings and other credits, which can add up to a payback period of 3-4 years.  

Caplan observed that, while trees interfere with solar energy generation in the winter, they provide shade that reduces the need for air conditioning in the summer, and asked Cheh to describe the limits on taking down trees in the District.  Cheh said there were limits, and referred people to the Urban Forestry Department of DDOT.  

Roskes explained that the key question with respect to solar panels in an historic district is whether they can be seen from the street.  The answer is clearly No if they are clearly visible and clearly Yes if they aren’t; the issues arise only in the grey area in between, where they may be partly visible.  He noted that, in some cases, historic preservation and energy efficiency are competing values, and that a solution will be reached some day.  Boasberg commented that, in his ten years as Chair of the HPRB, no conflict had occurred in this regard; 97% of all applications were approved, or alternatives suggested, at the staff level.  Meyer added that in some cases, not only did the HPO staff make site visits to see whether a solar panel might work, but they even had done mock-ups on the roof to help make the determination.  He noted that solar panels were getting smaller and more efficient every day.  He described a slate-roofed house on Fessenden St., where individual slate tiles were replaced by a tile-style solar panel with the result fitting in very nicely with the remaining slate tiles

Turning to geothermal energy, Caplan mentioned five sites in Cleveland Park where systems have been installed or are being installed.  Meyer pointed out that geothermal uses a liquid pumped up through deep vertical pipes bringing 55-degree fluid to the surface and then channeling it through a heat pump (far more efficient than heating water that is 30 degrees in winter or cooling water that is 90 degrees in summer). . Because geothermal heat pumps are invisible once the well has been dug, there are no issues related to historic review  Jester explained that the pay-back period varies greatly, depending on the capacity and the number of wells required, and their depth (which depends in part on soil type), as well as available tax benefits.  The pay-back period could be as little as 8 – 10 years.  

Cheh noted that the PACE (Property Assessed Clean Energy) Act, which recently became law in the District, would establish Energy Saving Companies (ECOs) that would allow home-owners and businesses to borrow from a government fund to pay the up-front costs of energy-efficient and renewable-energy installations.  These would become a part of the monthly mortgage payments, guaranteed by a lien on the property, and aligned with the savings on energy bills.  If the property is sold, the lien runs with the property.  Although this would not be in place for at least another six months, Cheh expects PACE to help the transition to alternative energy sources.

Caplan opened the meeting to questions from the floor.  Sally Craig asked about experience with green roofs; it was noted that this requires a flat roof, which is rare on Cleveland Park residences.  Al Friendly asked about the sun-reflecting aspects of painting roofs white; it was noted that this makes sense in places, like Florida, where the need for air conditioning far outweighs the need for heat but that it depends on what is appropriate for specific environments.  Friendly also asked if DC provides a list of recommended contractors; Cheh responded that they will be doing so soon.  Judy Nelson recommended her contractor who had wrapped her pipes with foam and been constructive in many other ways.

Lindsley Williams asked if the District is monitoring energy use in its own buildings, to serve as a role model for citizens.  Cheh responded that they were starting to benchmark energy use in the larger buildings, repeating that it was impossible to manage what isn’t measured.  There was also discussion of a possible law to require a statement of average energy efficiency when a house is sold.  In response to a question from Elizabeth Fox about the possibility of building a vestibule on the front of a house to serve as an energy-conserving entry area, Boasberg said it depends on how large the addition is and how much it alters the historic structure.  In response to another question, about the impact of insulation on roof slope, Meyer added that, when insulation is added in an attic, there is normally no change in the roof slope.  David Pomerantz asked about federal tax credits, and Roskes referred to the web site dsireusa.org, which provides information on tax credits, state by state.   

In response to a question by Chelen about whether excess power generated from a flat roof would lead to a homeowner getting money back from Pepco, Roskes replied that such power feeds into the meter, which can actually run backwards, generating an offsetting credit from Pepco, which would be credited to the homeowner’s bill for up to 12 months.  Roskes also said that a homeowner in the DC area is unlikely to produce excess power during periods when the house is fully occupied.

