Group envisions wind powering Mount Airy
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Mount Airy’s breezy weather and the recent dedication of an 88-acre park have generated an interest among a group of business owners and environmental advocates who want to bring wind and solar power to town.

Representatives from Freedom Energy Solutions in Westminster and Grey Goes Green in Middletown have been working for two months on a concept plan for a renewable energy and environmental campus at the town’s Windy Ridge Park, which was dedicated in August.

The rolling fields that encompass the park could accommodate a sufficient number of small wind turbines and backup solar panels to power the entire community, according to Tom Williams, president and CEO of the Westminster-based company that sells, installs and services renewable energy devices.

Williams has been brainstorming ideas with Rick Lank and Rebecca Rush of Grey Goes Green, a business that helps make homes more accessible and sustainable, since they attended an alternative and renewable energy forum sponsored by Citizens for a Green Mount Airy in August.

The grass-roots organization, which was started by Tim Richards, is part of the effort to bring a cooperatively owned or town-owned solar/wind farm and environmental center to town. Also involved is HorseNet Horse Rescue, a nonprofit run by Williams’ wife, Elle, that manages an equine rehabilitation farm in Mount Airy and another in New Windsor.

The project would cost several million dollars and would be phased in over a number of years, Williams said.

“It will probably take a team of a thousand to make it happen,” he said.

Before the end of the year, the group plans to give a presentation at Town Hall on its concept for the campus.

* 
*

Mayor Frank Johnson, who has spoken with Williams, said the idea is still in the very preliminary stages, but the town is willing to hear the proposal.

The town purchased Windy Ridge Park in the early 1990s as an area for groundwater recharge and open space, Johnson said.

Now the town is working on a master plan for the property, with possibilities including additional playing fields and a nature preserve, Johnson said.

Rush, an accountant and the president of Grey Goes Green, said a center for sustainable energy is one of the best uses for municipal-owned land intended to benefit the public. In September, the Town Council adopted a resolution supporting policies and practices to reduce emissions and global warming pollution, including the consideration of future energy alternatives.

Rush said the electric companies also would likely be in favor of the proposal, after a law was passed this year requiring at least 2 percent of the state’s electricity to be generated by renewable sources by 2022. The excess energy generated at the campus would be sold and put back into the power grid.

“It will help fulfill that mandate,” Rush said.

Williams said he conducted an unofficial survey at the Mount Airy Fall Festival this month asking residents what they thought about the concept to bring renewable energy to the town.

None of the 200 or more visitors surveyed opposed the idea, and about 60 signed up to learn more about the possibility of an energy cooperative, he said.

Williams said the 10 or 20 wind turbines required to power the town would be modestly sized for a rural setting — about 10 stories tall at most.

“That’s not any taller than the existing electrical lines,” Rush added.

Other visions discussed by the group include campus buildings constructed from straw bales and insulated with recycled materials, composting toilet systems, a community composting system reusing town collected yard waste and an onsite horse farm that would contribute organic horse manure.

The center could also offer classes to raise awareness about environmental issues and sustainable living, Rush said.
