To:
Paul Wikel at pwikel7@yahoo.com in Port Townsend, WA [November 17, 2006]
Re
Interview with Jonathan A. Clemens [Answers to Questions from Paul Wikel]
1. How did you become involved with alternative energy?

Accidentally on purpose…I found myself living in Houston, wishing to move away from working in the aerospace industry, when after receiving (and declining) a job offer from an oil exploration firm I happened to meet some engineers at NASA who were working on solar energy projects at Johnson Space Center.  We eventually formed the Houston Renewable Energy Group and became a chapter of the Texas Solar Energy Society.  When moving back to the Pacific Northwest, I needed a new career.  After three years as a consultant to NASA, I was ready to form Olympic Energy Systems, Inc.  It is really the horrific consumption of energy in this country, and our duty to do something about it, that lies behind my interest in renewable energy.  I should point out that the use of the word alternative is giving way to the word renewable, as Nuclear Energy used to be alternative.
2. Why is it important for all of us to conserve as much as possible?

We can not achieve sustainability without extensive and ongoing energy conservation.  The energy technologies of today (including photovoltaics (PV), inverters, batteries, copper tubing, thermal collectors, etc.) require energy inputs for their manufacture.  Even if alternative renewable energy systems can be incorporated on a large scale, without conservation, we will not see net reductions in carbon dioxide emissions nor reductions in the rate of consumption of fossil fuels.  
3. When planning a system, how do you begin?

I discuss goals with clients, then proceed with basic education in energy and solar options.  We assess sites for energy use and solar energy potential.  After analysis and a period of research, we establish a plan.  The informed client chooses the system option with which to proceed. 
4. I read about the Clallam Co. Green Building Association.  What differences in construction do you think we will see in the next 5-10 years?

Hopefully smaller and smarter buildings.  The trend is still for too big, as many newcomers come with expectations from their former residences, often the big suburban homes of the American Dream era .  I am more concerned with land use and the erosion of community and the loss of agricultural lands, as I can not do much for couples that want to live in 4000 square foot homes.

5. Is there anything in the works for Jefferson Co.?

Jefferson County is host to the founder of the Northwest Eco Building Guild (Mr. Chris Stafford).  We played host to Green Homes USA for many years, with that organization becoming a local chapter of the guild.  There are many professionals in Jefferson County who continue to work the green issues.  The Jefferson County PUD could get into the electricity business someday.  Port Townsend is an active Local 2020 community.  More to come.

6. What types of systems are you involved in?

We develop efficient energy systems and renewable energy systems…hydro, wind, solar (photovoltaic and thermal).  We are very confident about the near term feasibility of solar (domestic) hot water systems.

7. What are the differences involved in new construction v. retrofitting?

Constraints.  In new construction you have bureaucratic constraints.  In retrofitting you have physical constraints.  Retrofitting would introduce the least embedded energy (energy that is used up in the manufacture or production of anything we use or live with), as new construction and presumably new materials would trigger new consumption of energy.

8. What are the expenses involved with each [new v. retrofit]?

I do not have enough experience in new construction to compare expenses.  New construction and accompanying new construction loans can be used to finance renewable energy systems otherwise too expensive to purchase.

9. How long does it usually take for a system to pay for itself?

Efficiency improvements can pay back in 2 to 5 years.  Solar hot water systems can pay back in 5 to 10 years.  Solar PV in Washington State pays back in over 20 years.
10. What are some of the pros and cons involved with alternative energy systems?

Pro: thinking alternative or renewable triggers thinking about energy conservation.

Con: ignored embedded energy (hidden emissions and consumption of fossil fuels); high costs, which can actually misrepresent investment in the wrong technology.  We need a revolution in solar PV technology and we need public policy and spending for such research and development.  If private corporate interests have their way, we would all pay too much for too little improvement in energy security and environmental health.

11. How does Washington compare with other states at getting on board with green building and alternative energy?

Washington State ranks high with respect to incentives and intentional policy making.  The solar production incentive bills passed in 2005 were intended for creating jobs and industry in the state more so than increasing the purchase of solar electric systems.  Washington State leaders want high tech energy firms to locate and grow here, which is a valid goal.

12. Are there any remaining tax incentives for homeowners who use alternative systems?

The federal tax credits of 2006 and 2007 for solar PV and solar hot waters systems (30% of system cost up to $2,000 for residential and uncapped for commercial) have probably been the best incentive, for it represents real money in our pockets and now, not over 25 years.  Washington State has had a solar PV sales tax exemption for many years (over 200 watt systems), while recently exempting solar hot water systems from sales tax.

13. What are some ways that we can all conserve energy that we could begin right away?

We must consider ourselves “energy managers” and think both short and long term.  Short term, we cut or combine car trips, we purchase low impact products, we shut our electric hot water heaters off overnight (unless we use solar hot water).  Long term, we plan…we plan to reduce consumption and reduce the dependency on energy, to incorporate low embedded energy technologies, to oversee our government leaders and representatives and to have a voice in public policy making.  We must know that change is better managed than forced upon us.  A lower energy economy and lifestyle are inevitable, so we must plan our energy future and manage our way through the challenges rather than react to forces when it is too late.  Complacency is out, concern is in.
BIOGRAPHY of Jonathan A. Clemens

Born in Ohio.  Graduate of Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, Ohio and Georgia Tech in Atlanta, Georgia.  Career as Electrical Engineer, with work on the Boeing 777 Airplane, International Space Station, and Space Shuttle programs.  Former board member of the Texas Solar Energy Society.  Founder in 2001 of Olympic Energy Systems, Inc., a renewable energy systems development firm, primarily serving as system architect on projects.  Developed the Renewable energy Cost Model (RCM).  Manager of the Olympic Energy Network, a system to connect potential solar energy system owners with local and regional contractors involved in the shared goal of growing renewable energy in the region.  Special interest in the economics of renewable energy systems.

