A green alternative to a typical home furnace could be right underneath your house.
Geothermal heating and cooling systems-also known as earth-energy systems-use
pipes that are embedded in the ground where they either draw heat from the soil or, in
cooling mode, return heat to the soil. The pipes are attached to a unit in your home
that circulates warm or cool air. Geothermal systems can also heat your water.
According to Denis Tanguay, president and CEO of the Canadian GeoExchange
Coalition, this type of system not only reduces greenhouse gas emissions compared with
more traditional methods such as oil or propane, but it can also save homeowners money.
"If you're already using electricity for heating and cooling, by switching to [geothermal]
you can reduce your electricity consumption by about 40% on the heating and cooling
portion of your energy bill."
However, installing a geothermal system is a significant investment, particularly in
comparison with a high-efficiency gas furnace. Cid Negri, senior project manager at
Groundheat Systems International, estimates that installation in a 2,000-square-foot
home in an urban setting will cost about $25,000. (It's slightly less-closer to $20,000-in
a rural setting where space restrictions aren't as great.) But he also adds that most homeowners will recoup their initial outlay within eight to 10 years from the money they save
by eliminating the need for gas, oil or propane. And for many homeowners, the ecofriendly lure of burning less fossil fuel is a big part of their decision.
These systems still aren't commonplace-Tanguay says that less than 1% of residential
homes in Canada are using geothermal systems-although commercial buildings, such as
community centres, libraries and fire stations, are making the switch. Still, the environmental benefits of the systems cannot be denied: a typical two-bedroom home that converts to a
geothermal system is equivalent to taking a car off the road or planting an acre of trees.
For more information, read the residential buy rs guide at www.geo-exchange.ca.

