Some grapes are purple, but this winery has gone green
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Upper Makefield

Tom Carroll and his family live in a 250-year-old home that sits in front of Crossing Vineyards, a winery they operate in Upper Makefield.

There's plenty to be said about an old home, its charm, character and craftsmanship never seen in new construction. However, a downside is heating and cooling that old home.

"Last month, our electric bill was $700," Carroll said Friday to a gathering of public officials inside a new state-of-the-art, 3,000-square-foot building at his winery off Wrightstown Road.

The air conditioning runs 24 hours a day, seven days a week in the new building. His first electric bill for the new structure was $49.

That's because Carroll, his wife, Christine, and son Tom Jr. care about the environment and spent a small fortune to use the latest technology, geo-thermal heat and solar roof panels to power their business.

Tom Carroll is a prime example of what state Rep. Steve Santarsiero, D-Bucks, and Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection's John Hanger want to see as they are working to push House Bill 80 through to passage.

The bill moved out of the Environmental Committee in July and is awaiting a vote in the full House. A decision could be taken by the end of the year. Gov. Ed Rendell supports the bill, Santarsiero said.

Santarsiero and Hanger were present Friday to talk about the legislation and tour the Carrolls' facility, which has 20,000 grape vines and can process up to 2,000 bottles per hour. Crossing Vineyards has won international acclaim for its wine and will begin its seventh year in business next month.

If passed, House Bill 80 would mandate power producers like PECO Energy to produce 15 percent renewable energy, such as solar power. Currently, a 2004 state law requires just 8 percent renewable energy, Hanger said. The 15 percent requirement would not be effective until 2024. There will be a graduated increase until 2024.

"In July 2008, we had our third major energy scare since 1973. Oil hit $147 a barrel and, at that rate, we were sending $700 billion annually overseas for oil. Even now with oil at about $70 a barrel, we send $350 billion overseas. This cannot continue and House Bill 80 and people like Tom Carroll are helping to achieve that goal," Hanger said.

The bill would require, in part, that 3 percent of all renewable power be derived from solar power. That rate is now 0.5 percent. If passed, Pennsylvania would be among the elite in renewable energy, Santarsiero said. An added benefit would be that companies like AP Polysilicon in Falls would be able to have more green jobs and bring the cost of solar power down.

AP Polysilicon is located in the Keystone Industrial Port Complex and makes parts needed to build solar panels. It has about 50 employees and is expected to hire 30 more by the end of this year.

Carroll admits it was not cheap to install solar and geothermal power at his winery, but he cares more about the environment and doing things right to save the planet.

"You can't always make every business move a dollar decision. I want to be a good neighbor and we are doing all we can to achieve that," he said.

"We spent $35,000 on the geothermal system and about $45,000 on the solar panels, but I already got half of the $45,000 back in tax credits and grants and more grant money is available. I should see a return in less than 10 years," he said.

If all goes as planned, Carroll will be free of PECO electricity bills within five years, and may even be able to sell any extra power he produces back to the utility.

Carroll also said more environmentally conscious customers are flocking to his winery.

"They like what we are doing and tell me that they come here because I went green," he said.

Carroll also recycles nearly all his water, does not spray chemicals to combat weeds and his new building is designed in such a way that no lights are needed for workers to see.

A tour through the main storage building, where giant stainless steel tanks store the wine, confirmed that claim. Carroll calls his switch to green power a "win-win-win" situation.

"A socially conscious, forward-thinking business can realize financial gains, while reducing pollution, global warming and dependence on foreign oil," he said. "We have a responsibility to learn from our mistakes and make a better future for our children."

Santarsiero and Hanger urge citizens to contact their legislators to explore the energy and cost-savings benefits from weatherization, solar, wind, geothermal and other energy products. Information and tips are available on the DEPs Web site, www.depweb.state.pa.us.

Environmental groups support the new legislation.

"We support the increase in renewable energy required under House Bill 80. Increased use of wind and solar power will create green jobs, reduce global warming emissions and diversify our energy mix," said Jeff Schmidt, director of the Sierra Club Pennsylvania Chapter.

Jan Jarrett, president and CEO of Citizens for Pennsylvania's Future, said, "Rep. Santarsiero is a true energy champion. He has worked tirelessly and effectively to build consensus around key policy issues to ensure we get a bill that will boost clean energy, create jobs and help fight global warming."
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