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Saturday, January 31, 2009

San Domenico School Makes The Switch To Solar

Golden orb of light

Caressing us with its warmth

Calls us out to play

Haiku, music and song were part of the celebration of sun and solar

power last Friday, at San Domenico School in San Anselmo. Students

and staff joined forces with Recurrent Energy employees to help

throw the symbolic switch that signaled the move to renewable

energy for the private Catholic school.  The solar panel array and

installation is the largest of its kind on any school in Marin, and

likely, on any school in Northern California for that matter.  (click

photos to enlarge)

Friday's sunny, 70-degree weather was an appropriate setting for

the solar celebration.  Wearing their Celebrate Solar! T-shirts,

students, faculty and assorted guests- including County

Supervisor Hal Brown- streamed into the school gym, while the

school orchestra started things off with a classical rendition of

Here Comes The Sun by the Beatles.  

A few years ago, a trio of students,

Sarah Theiner, Maggie Simpson and

Brittany Smith, spearheaded a

campaign to move the school to solar.

A petition was signed by the entire

student body and faculty and was presented to the school board.  Two years later, the school

which sits on 512 bucolic acres, is the site for over 2,300 solar panels that are part of a

412-kilowatt energy system owned and operated by Recurrent Energy.
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"Its really tremendous to see all the students out here, it's great to see the spirit...It

really is days like today that help me realize that I have just an awesome job."

That's Recurrent Energy CEO Arno Harris speaking to the assembled students.

Harris' company will sell the solar power generated

electricity to the school at a price lower than PGE,

and the school will get about 85% of its energy

needs from the panels.  But the process from idea to

installation wasn't easy.  Senior Brittany Smith

spoke about some of the hurdles-

"After a few months

we were stalled

because there was a big issue with money.  We got a sheet

that listed all these costs, and it was so overwhelming,"

said Smith, "But we had so many students behind us, so

much faculty support.  Everybody was willing to take

chances."

We asked her how it felt to

see it finally become reality.

"It was surreal- we have solar

panels!  There was so much

time and effort, I don't think

it's really hit me."

Smith will have the rest of the semester to let it sink in before she graduates and

moves on to her next challenge; college. 

  Eighth-grader and Middle School Student Council VP, Will Stricker, is thrilled to have solar energy-

"I'm really happy that we are finally getting alternative energy sources.  We set an

example  for other schools to get motivated to stop global warming."

The solar panel array is spread out over the San

Domenico campus on several ideally suited

ground and roof locations.  The panels provide

power on cloudy days as well, but not at night. 

When the system is fully operational,

Recurrent Energy will provide a Solar Monitor

accessible online at the school's website.  The

monitor will track energy usage, operation and

provide live weather data and project

information.

The union between Recurrent Energy and San

Domenico is beneficial for both.  Recurrent Energy gets

the tax breaks and ownership benefits, while San

Domenico pays less for sustainable, non-pulluting energy. They also don't have to worry about maintenance.

"Oh Mister Sun, Sun, Mister Golden Sun, please shine down on meeee."

Demonstrating that sustainability and conservation awareness can't come too

early, the San Domenico K through 2nd graders, some holding poster-size suns,
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stand and begin to sing the Barney favorite. 

After they sit down, the school orchestra begins to play the dramatic theme song

from the movie 2001; A Space Odyssey.  Head of School Mathew Heersche and

Harris stand on stage and just as the orchestra reaches the climatic final note,

Heersche pulls the lever of the ceremonial solar panel signaling the switch from

traditional to solar.  The gym erupts in cheers.

                       The Sun brightly falls

                        On the panels with ease   

                            Creating power
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