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CECNB is a member-owned non profit that supports the development of co-operatives and 
other businesses with social, environmental, or cultural goals. We offer technical and advisory 
services to help with start-up, growth and sustainability, and provide a wide array of training, 
resources and events to help build the capacity of community enterprises and people. 

CECNB is very proud to bring you our new publication, OFF GRID EAST COAST, and hope you 
find value and inspiration in the articles and stories. CECNB believes that by working together 
co-operatively, supporting one another, and sharing information, we 
CAN build strong green economies in Atlantic Canada. 

Off Grid East Coast is meant to demonstrate that not only  
can it be done, it IS being done!  
 

Contact us today for more information! 
Call: (506) 227-9607
Email: info@cecnb.ca
Website: www.cecnb.ca
Twitter: @cec_nb
Facebook: @CECNB 
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Welcome to a special edition of
Off Grid East Coast!

Helping you on your 
journey to sustainability
By Wendy Keats and Rayanne Brennan

One day a couple of weeks ago, the Off Grid East Coast team was sitting 
around planning our next edition of the magazine (due out on St. Patrick’s 
Day, a perfect date for a celebration of all things green!), when someone 
said, “Wouldn’t it be great to take some of the favorite stories and articles 
from the first two issues and produce a Special Edition for our readers 
in February?” And voila!!! Here is a must-read collection of thoughtful, 
insightful pieces written by and for people living on the east coast who are 
walking the walk on their journeys towards sustainability.

First in Atlantic Canada
Off Grid East Coast is the first and only publication of its kind in Atlantic 
Canada and it is designed for renewable energy and sustainable living 
enthusiasts. However, you don’t have to live on solar power to appreciate 
this magazine. It isn’t just about unplugging from the public utility; it’s about 
all the things we can do – big and small - to reduce our reliance on fossil 
fuels and contribute to a healthier planet. Off Grid East Coast shows, by the 
example of others, that we can be the change we want to see in the world!

Story ideas welcome
All the stories and articles in this magazine are written by volunteers and we 
have been absolutely overwhelmed by the high quality and professionalism 
of the submissions! We are always looking for new stories and writers so if 
you are doing something cool, or have information to share that other Off 
Grid East Coast readers could benefit from, feel free to drop us a line at 
info@cecnb.ca. We’re interested in basically anything green including:

• Solar electricity, wind, micro hydro, bio energy, and any other green  
 technologies 

• Both off-grid and net-metered systems

Editorial

Wendy Keats Rayanne Brennan

off the grid 4



• Solar thermal, space and water heating

• Sustainable transportation, electric and hybrid options, car sharing,  
 biofuels

• Energy-efficient homes and buildings, passive solar home design, natural  
 building techniques, eco-friendly building materials, and other cool  
 designs

• Energy-efficient appliances, tips and techniques to reduce consumption

• Permaculture, local food, composting toilets, gray water fields, value- 
 added agriculture and forestry… and anything else that’s green and  
 tickles your fancy

Go-to place
Off Grid East Coast was also developed for another reason.  People who live 
off-grid are constantly asked by others where to buy eco-friendly products 
that will reduce their energy consumption or where they can get the 
services of installers, plumbers, electricians, builders, and other experts in 
green technologies. This magazine provides a place for Maritime companies 
to reach the very people most likely to be interested in their products. 
Over time, we hope to build our advertising directories (in the back of the 
magazine and on our website) to become the go-to place for anyone in the 
Maritimes looking for information about local suppliers.  

Help spread the word
In the end, our goal for Off Grid East Coast is to inform, influence, and 
inspire others to follow in the footsteps of the green pioneers profiled in our 
stories. We hope that you not only learn from them but that you share that 
knowledge so please pass along Off Grid East Coast to everyone you know! 

We’re over the hump of winter now and Mr. Groundhog says we’ll have an 
early spring.  In celebration, Off Grid East Coast is officially declaring March 
17th the first day of spring this year and in honor of this momentous occasion 
we will release our St. Patrick’s Day edition. So stay tuned and be sure to send 
any interesting green things you’ll be doing that day to info@cecnb.ca so we 
can share it with others! 

Off Grid  
        East Coast
Dedicated to earth-friendly 
Maritimers 

Off Grid East Coast is for people 
interested in alternatives to the use of 
fossil fuels and other earth-damaging 
products and practices.  

The goals of our publication are: 
• To educate and inform the  
 public about energy alternatives  
 and sustainable practices 

• To profile Maritimers who are  
 leading by their examples of  
 “green” living 

• To provide a venue for companies  
 offering “green” products and  
 services to advertise to the Maritime  
 market 

Off Grid East Coast provides hands-on, 
practical information about earth-
friendly technologies and an exciting 
mix of stories, how-to articles, and 
general interest pieces on a wide 
range of topics from permaculture to 
PV panels and everything in between. 

We hope that Off Grid East Coast will 
inform, influence and even inspire our 
readers to make sustainable choices 
that make a difference for themselves, 
their communities, and our planet.            

           Check us out on facebook

Green Eye Coop creates opportunities for social 
engagement through workshops and events on 
topics related to healthy sustainable lifestyles 
and communities. 

We also carry out projects that build the 
capacity of local people to increase self-reliance 
and reduce their environmental impact. 

Check us out at www.greeneyecoop.com 
or call 506.866.0736
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If you’re not quite ready to go off grid but you’ve long 
dreamt of lowering your carbon footprint and becoming 
energy self-sufficient, here’s some great news: the 
technology and economics of solar power systems are 
getting better every day.  

Here’s a quick overview of grid-tied solar power 
systems: components, costs, payback and pitfalls.

Components
Solar power systems consist of three main components: 
panels; mounting systems; and inverters.

Panels, the visible part of solar systems, have been the 
focus of much research and development in recent 
years. As a result, they now cost a fifth of what they cost 
just five years ago. The most common size is 250 watts, 
about one meter wide by 1.5 meters long. Solar arrays 
can include as few or as many panels as desired. Panels 
typically carry 25 year warranties.

Panels can be mounted on the ground, on poles or on 
rooftops. Rooftop installations are most discreet. Ideally, 
roofs should be south-facing, steeply pitched and shade-
free. 

Inverters are electronic devices that take the power 

generated by panels (low voltage direct current) and 
convert it into grid-compatible power (120 volts, 
alternating current). Solar systems can have a single 
large inverter (the disadvantage being that the entire 
system goes down if it fails) or a small inverter for each 
panel (the advantage being that failure of an inverter 
affects only one panel). Systems with the latter option 
are most easily expandable. 

Sizing 
In New Brunswick, you can produce whatever power 
it takes to lower your annual bill to zero. The ‘annual’ 
part is important: it means you can feed a surplus into 
the grid during the bright days of summer and then 
draw down that surplus during the dark days of winter. 
However, you won’t get credit or compensation if you 
feed more into the grid than you use on an annualized 
basis (and accounts are reset every March 31).

The number of panels required by a home depends 
on how many kilowatt-hours are consumed annually, 
as indicated on a power bill. A qualified installer can 
review your bill and tell you what size system you 
need. Efficient homes may be able to achieve energy-
neutrality with a 5-8 kilowatt system; the average home 
would more likely need a 10-12 kilowatt system. An 
array that size would cover most of a typical roof.

Bringing solar power home
By Carl Duivenvoorden
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About the 
Author  
Carl Duivenvoorden is 
a speaker, writer and 
sustainability consultant, 
helping people and 
organizations learn how they 
can save money, energy and 
our environment. His column, 
Green Ideas, runs every other 
Tuesday in the NB Telegraph 
Journal, the Fredericton Daily 
Gleaner and four weeklies, as 
well as in the Huffington Post. 
He lives in Upper Kingsclear 
with his wife and two sons.

Costs and payback
Complete grid-tied solar systems – panels, mounting systems and inverters plus all 
inspections and permits – cost between $3 and $3.50 per watt. Under NB market 
and sunlight conditions, solar systems pay for themselves in 15-20 years.

If those numbers make you frown, consider these three points. First, once you 
have your own system, you’re totally protected from rising power rates. In fact, 
the quicker they rise, the quicker your system pays for itself.  Happy face.

Second, if a 15-20 year payback seems long, pause for a minute and consider the 
payback of your current power arrangement.

Third, generating your own emission-free energy comes with a certain satisfaction 
and peace of mind that transcends economics.

You can find installers via the yellow pages or an internet search. Be sure the one 
you choose has certifications, and get references. The website of the Canadian 
Solar Industry Association, www.cansia.ca, offers good guidance.

Add-ons
For true resilience, solar systems can incorporate batteries to supply household 
electricity during power failures; such setups are essentially grid-tied systems 
with off-grid capabilities. In jurisdictions where power rates vary by time of day, 
batteries offer a business opportunity: selling power into the grid at expensive 
times and recharging from solar panels or from the grid at cheap times. Batteries 
are still quite pricey, but capacities are increasing and costs are coming down 
rapidly, thanks in large measure to intense research and technology in the electric 
car sector. The day when electric car batteries can be charged by solar panels is 
probably not too far off.

So, no matter whether you’re on the grid or off, solar panels are a great way to 
reduce your carbon footprint and achieve a satisfying measure of energy self-
sufficiency.

Proudly serving the Maritimes & Newfoundland

Our company specializes in design, consulting and 
sales of both Solar & Wind Energy Systems.

We use products that are well known in the industry 
for their superior performance and reliability.

(902) 955-1405
www.seasiderenewableconsulting.comseasiderenewableconsulting

“We are in the business of converting 
your renewable energy ideas into 

reality.”
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Maybe you have always wanted to live off-grid? But what if you live in town and you already 
have a grid-connected home? You can still make your home solar powered, without having to 
disconnect from the grid, using the arrangement known as net metering.

Meet Joan and Roger Boutilier. They have a grid-connected, net metered 5-kilowatt solar 
photovoltaic (PV) array on their home in Wolfville, Nova Scotia. Installed in 2014, the PV array 
produces electricity that powers their home on sunny days.

Energy credits, significant savings
Net metering means that anytime there is extra solar power, it feeds out through 

the electric meter and into the grid, powering their neighbours’ homes, gaining 
a credit for the Boutilier family on their electric bill. When there is not enough 

solar power, they use their credit to buy the electricity back. All of this 
happens automatically, with no need for user intervention or maintenance 
of batteries. The net result is a significant savings on their electric bill.

Joan and Roger are very happy with their solar array. Their sophisticated 
online monitoring system shows them that in a 12-month operating period, 
the array has produced over 5,000 kilowatt-hours (kWh) of electricity. In 

Nova Scotia, that means their solar array has already saved over 3.5 metric 
tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions from being emitted into the atmosphere, 

which is a big part of the reason they installed the system.

One in series of steps
For Joan and Roger, the solar PV installation is just one of a series of steps they have taken 

to reduce their environmental footprint. In 2008, they installed a solar water heater on the roof, 
which is saving them lots of energy for their domestic hot water supply. Then in 2009 they had an 
Efficiency Nova Scotia energy assessment. Based on those recommendations, they have increased 
the insulation in their attic and basement, saving even more energy. They have also installed an 
electric thermal storage unit, to take advantage of less expensive night-time electricity with the 
time-of-use rate available in Nova Scotia.

After attending several courses and seminars on sustainable energy alternatives, they decided 
to take the next step and go for solar electricity. After some planning and a few hurdles, they are 
now successful producers of solar power at their home.

First winter was tough
The first winter for their PV array was a tough one. Anyone who was in Nova Scotia in February 
and March of 2015 would know why. Deep snow and intense ice conditions blocked the panels, 
cutting output for almost two months. But the array suffered no damage, and bounced back in 
the spring, still providing 91% of its projected annual output over the whole year.

Joan 
Boutilier at her 
home with the solar 
PV array on the 
roof. Her solar water 
heater stands in the 
middle of the array

Off-Grid? On-Grid? Your choice.
Either way, solar energy delivers.
By Wayne Groszko   

 “It’s so fun! 
The best thing 
is to see how 
much energy it’s 
making online. I 
like to check and 
see which panels 
are doing well.” 
     - Joan Boutilier

 “We did this 
to make a 
meaningful 
difference in the 
world. There is 
an imperative 
to take action 
to reduce 
climate change. 
Everyone who 
has the means 
should be taking 
action.” 
– Roger Boutilier
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Because of the net metering arrangement, any surpluses from summer can be used 
to offset shortfalls that may happen in winter. This makes net metering an effective 
way to average out the variations in sunshine that we get through the seasons in the 
Maritimes.

Signing up for net metering is a bit of a process. In Nova Scotia it involves what’s 
called an “Interconnection Agreement” with Nova Scotia Power, or with the 
smaller municipal electric utilities if you live in one of their areas. Basically, this is 
an application form that has to be sent in and approved. It requires the services of 
a qualified electrician to obtain the electrical permit, produce the necessary line 
diagram, and arrange for inspection. Most solar installation companies can take care 
of all that.

Start interconnection agreement application early
One thing to be aware of is that the interconnection agreement can take some time. 
It’s a good idea to start the interconnection application early, and expect it to take a 
couple of months. Sometimes a project is ready to be switched on, but has to wait 
for the interconnection agreement to be finalized. This can be frustrating, but well 
worth the wait once the solar power starts flowing.

Roger and Joan found that their interconnection and installation went fairly 
smoothly. A local electrician hired by the solar installer did the electrical work, and 
they were pleased with the results. There were a few hiccups in the first few months, 
but the installer fixed those issues and now it’s performing splendidly. They are 
proud to look at their solar panels and know that whenever the sun is shining, they 
are making clean, green power.

Arrangements available throughout Maritimes
Net metering arrangements in a variety of forms are available in all the Maritime 
Provinces – Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and Prince Edward Island. The details and 
the rules vary slightly from province to province. Ask a solar installer in your province 
for more information, or search online for net metering in your province.

If you are considering installing a net metered solar PV array at your home, a good 
resource for finding installers is the solar directory published by Solar Nova Scotia:
Link: http://solarns.ca/Atlantic-Canada-Solar-Directory
May the sun shine on your home.

Specs:
Array capacity 5 kilowatts (kW)
Number of panels 13
Type of inverter Enphase micro-inverters
Output in 12-months of operating 5,100 kilowatt-hours (kWh)
Cost $20,000
Expected operating life 25 years or more
Installer Fundy Solar

About the 
Author  
Wayne Groszko, Ph.D.
Wayne teaches Energy 
Sustainability Engineering 
Technology (ESET) at the Nova 
Scotia Community College, 
volunteers with the Ecology 
Action Centre, and also does 
renewable energy consulting, 
research, education, and 
speaking with the Community 
Energy Cooperative of 
New Brunswick.

off the grid9



Plenty of 
Micro 
Hydro 
Potential 
in Maritimes
By Paul Cunningham
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The Maritime region presents many opportunities for small-scale power generation. 
There are thousands of camps and cottages, and even many full-time residences located 
beyond the power lines that have a suitable water source to supply all, or part, of their 
power. 

While many off-grid sites are powered by solar electric (PV) panels, micro hydro can be 
the most cost-effective option. It is also the most steady power source compared to wind 
or solar. 

Head and flow
The best source of water has plenty of “head” which refers to the height/ slope/drop or 
vertical distance the water travels. Head is measured in feet or meters and psi. 

The other important element is the “flow” which includes the volume and speed of the 
water. This is measured in gallons per minute (gpm) or liters per second (l/s). 

A simple formula for determining the potential for a water source is to multiply the 
“head” in feet by the “flow” in gpm and then divide by ten. (The metric equivalent is to 
multiply the head in meters by the flow in l/s and then multiply by five.) Either formula 
will give you the approximate output of a machine in watts of continuous power. 

Small water source
To learn more, visit www.microhydropower.com. Look at the articles, manuals, and videos 
to familiarize yourself with the technology. Note that even if you have a good-sized creek 
or river with lots of water, it is can still be very difficult to develop these sites. It is actually 
much easier to use a small water source that empties into one of these creeks or rivers, 
provided it has enough head. A good place to start is a distance of at least six or seven 
meters or about 20 feet. There are many, many such situations in the area. 

Micro hydro systems are called “run of river” as they use only the water that’s available 
and store none. These systems generate power at a constant 
rate, making it fairly easy to determine both the output of a 
site and the volume needed to operate your loads. The magic 
number for this is 300 watts. If you can make that much power, 
you can operate lights, fridge, freezer, well pump, and washing 
machine for a family of four or so. If you generate less than this, 
then better appliances, along with greater care, can still make 
this viable. 

Excess power
This leads another issue - dumping excess power. Normally, micro 
hydro and other renewable energy systems are used to charge 
batteries. In a typical solar system, the controller shuts off the 
panels when the batteries are full. While this works for solar, as 
the voltage of a PV panel does not rise much when disconnected, 
it would not for water power. The voltage would go very high and 
likely destroy your charge controller. Instead, power is diverted 
to a secondary “dump” load such as an air or water heater. This 
also keeps the machine operating at a good speed and prevents 
it from freewheeling. The added bonus is that you can do 
something useful with the surplus power, like heat your home or 
hot water.

Micro hydro has not been developed to any real degree in the 
Maritimes; however, the potential certainly exists and I hope to 
see more of it in the future!

About the 
Author  
Paul has been manufacturing 
micro-hydro-electric 
generators since the early 
eighties and operates Energy 
Systems and Designs in 
Waterford, New Brunswick. 
To learn more, visit 
www.microhydropower.com. 



Since deciding to go off-grid, I have been looking into 
different ways to build a house on our land in Ship Harbour 
and have seen some unusual and also some very inventive 
ideas over the last year or so. From Sea Cans, Geodesic 
Domes, Straw Bale, Prefab, Tiny Home, Bunkies and 
Mud Huts, it runs the gamut from basic to high end. I am 
weighing the options and welcome all comments and 
suggestions!

Sea Cans
In my previous article, I was really into the idea of a Sea 
Can as the basic structure for our home. I have since 
learned from Planning and Development for my area in 
Nova Scotia that I would have a very long and drawn out 
process on my hands if I wanted to do so. The amount of 
red tape that I would have to go through does not fit into 
the timeline that my wife and I have to build. 

Apparently, a Sea Can is considered a vehicle body as far 
as Planning and Development is concerned and as such 
is not allowed to be used as a dwelling. I have spoken to 
some engineers in Nova Scotia and they told me that it is 
all about the wording and the context in which you present 
your development permit.

While this may be so, I am concerned the inspector could 
halt the project as the wording is open to interpretation. I 
have spoken to four couples that this has happened to and 
they were devastated and unable to continue with their 
dream. This has brought me to think of other ways to build 
a home on our land.

Geodesic Domes 
These domes have intrigued me for a long time. The 
positives are a quick build time and very energy efficient. 
They can be erected and set in a matter of days and there 
is a potential to save between 24-40% in heating costs, 
depending on who you talk to.

The downside will be finding someone in my area that has 
the experience to erect the dome as they are a complex 
structure. It seems to me a person would need a PhD 
in Geometry just to frame it.  Since a simple protractor 
confuses me, the dome may be out.

Straw Bales 
Straw bale homes are also interesting. On the plus side, I’ve 
heard that the cost savings can be quite substantial if you 
can get the straw for a good price. The amount of time that 

Where do we live and 
what do we live in?
Frank Pitman
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it takes to erect the shell is also a bonus. However, I’ve also heard there 
can be some issues with the life of the structure if it’s not built properly.

While straw bale homes are environmentally friendly, I want to make 
sure I build something that I can pass on to my child. I also question the 
sturdiness of a straw bale house. I can’t help but always think of the 
three little pigs and their house made of straw. The winds in Nova Scotia 
can be quite substantial especially if a tropical storm or hurricane hits 
and I wonder if it would be able to withstand the sustained winds. Any 
thoughts on this folks?

Prefab housing 
The upside of a prefab house is the short amount of time to build and 
being able to customize to fit your family’s needs. Whatever style you 
want can be yours, it is only limited by your imagination. They are built to 
meet all building codes so that is a gigantic asset.

However, the cost can be prohibitive and the various people I have 
spoken to tell me the price can be as much as a regular house to build. 
I’ve also heard there have been issues of leaking, something I have 
personally witnessed at a friend’s house.

Tiny Houses and Bunkies
Tiny houses (often on wheels) and bunkies (a tiny house on a foundation) 
are now the rage for people who want to unplug from conventional 
living. A typical home today is around 2,600 square feet, whereas the 
typical tiny house is between 100 and 400 square feet. The plus is that 
you can build them more cheaply and can customize them to suit your 
needs. Of course the downside is the limited space you have. 

Mud Hut
Last but not least, what about Mud Hut? I’ve seen a few online but I have 
to admit that I wonder, if I lived in a mud hut would I come out looking 
like a coal miner finishing a 12 hour shift? I can’t seem to shake that 
image for some reason.

So, as you can see I can use your help!  If anyone has any suggestions or 
comments or ideas to help us along the way or wants to yell at me with 
caps lock on, please feel free to contact me at pittman39@hotmail.com.

About the Author  
“Frank and his wife currently live in 
Edmonton and have recently bought land 
in Ship Harbour, NS where they plan to 
build an off-grid home. They are taking 
us all on their journey beginning with the 
research phase through to…well, where 
ever they happen to end up!” 
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“It all began with a dream” 
These are the first words written by Beth Peters on 
January 21, 2014 in her blog Long River House, a chronicle 
of her family’s journey in building PEI’s first Passive House, 
a super-insulated, super-air sealed, extremely efficient 
home. For the next year, Beth wrote about the things they 
learned about insulation, air sealing, thermal bridging, 
windows, energy modeling, and many other issues that 
needed to be taken into consideration as they built their 
home.  

A Passive House is built to a rigorous set of standards 
developed in Germany. More than 40,000 have been 
built in Europe and the European Union is requiring any 
new buildings to meet these standards by 2020.  

A blow dryer could heat their home
Beth and her family moved into their Passive Home on 
Valentine’s Day 2015, right in the midst of one of our 
worst winters ever. Ten months later, they were “happy to 
brag” in a CBC television interview that, according to their 
energy monitoring system, TED (The Energy Detective), 
the Peters consumed only $20 worth of heat between 
February – December 2015. 

One small electric heater is their sole source of heat. 
“A blow dryer is 1500 watts,” explained Peters. “So we 
basically have a heater the size of a blow dryer heating a 
2,000 square foot house.”

On the days they used heat, they averaged about 4 kw 
per day, which they pay slightly over 13 cents per kw for.  
The highest cost on any single day last year was $1.50. 

However, Beth notes that this past month has been one of 
the cloudiest yet so she’s expecting her December bill to 
be a bit higher.  

Passive heat is captured and  
85% prevented from leaving
There are a number of features that 
make the Peters home so energy 
efficient, including the five south-
facing, extra large, triple-paned, 
specially-sealed windows imported 
from Ireland. The exterior 
walls are 24-inch thick with 
75 pounds of densely packed 
cellulose insulation between 
each stud and the doors are 
made to seal like the doors 
of a bank vault. A special air 
exchange system captures 85% 
of the heat in the air and prevents it from leaving the 
house. 

How much does it cost?
Saving money on heating costs was certainly important to 
the Peters however it wasn’t their primary motivation for 
building a Passive House. As environmentally-conscious 
people, they wanted to do whatever they could to reduce 
their carbon footprint and to teach their four young 
children by example. They also wanted to show others 
that it can be done and in addition to blogging, Beth 
opens her home to others and does presentations to help 
answer people’s questions. One of the first of which is 
always, “How much does it cost?”

PEI’s first Passive House 
costs just $20 to heat 
since last February

(Nancy Russell/CBC)
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‘We want people to see that this 
       can work’     — Beth Peters

According to Beth, the up-front costs were about 20% 
more than if they’d built a conventional home however 
this will quickly be recouped from the savings in their 
heating costs. As a young couple, this is an investment in 
their future that will have returns for decades to come.

You can do it too!
The Peters are on the cutting edge of new building 
technology that can truly have an impact on reducing our 
reliance on fossil fuels. And they say anybody here on 
the East Coast can do it too. “Even though it’s something 
different, and it’s not something that people are used to 
around here, it’s possible. We can do it in our climate and 
have fantastic results.” 

Beth says she’s already talked to several Island couples in 
the planning stages of building a Passive House and she 
plans to continue to post updates on the blog, and give 
tours and talks about the house. “It was a long process 
planning and designing the home and getting in here,” said 
Peters. “Now it’s just time to settle down and enjoy living 
in our home.”

• Save money on your monthly bills
• Have a more comfortable house
• Make sure your house is properly  
 vented (so you don’t get mould)
• Get rid of drafty areas in your house
  Sound proof your home with foam
• We do all types of insulation to make  
 sure you get the right one
• We make sure you get the maximum  
 out of your grants
• Locally owned and operated
• Help the planet to do your share of  
 using less of the environment
• Free evaluation consultations

Insulating your home is the perfect 
inexpensive way to Save Money!

NB Power launches home insulation energy 
savings program!
NB Power is encouraging customers to save energy through a new 
program that will help homeowners make their homes more energy 
efficient. 

The Home Insulation Energy Savings Program provides targeted advice 
and financial incentives for insulation and air-sealing upgrades.

Take Advantage of this Program...
Book Your Residential or Commercial Insulation Project Today and SAVE! www.takeadvantage.ca

See Passive House Explained in 90 seconds 
https://vimeo.com/74294955     



When people learn I live off-grid, one of the first questions 
they ask me (after “how much does it cost”) is why I did 
it. That answer is easy. I wanted to go back to a simpler 
way of life in which I’m doing whatever I can to reduce 
my carbon footprint and leave a sustainable earth for my 
grandchildren. It’s never been about the money for me, 
although I happily admit I do not mind not having gotten a 
power bill in over a decade! 

Riverside property
I’d owned this 6-acre property on the Petitcodiac River 
since 1995 and spent every spare minute here, fixing up 
the shack that came with it and trying to negotiate with the 
forest for a lawn free of trees and stumps. 

Every spring weekend, I’d lug supplies, tools, and water 
down the kilometer-long muddy road and every winter 
weekend the process would be repeated with snowshoes 
and a toboggan. But never once did I walk down that road 
that I didn’t feel the weight of the world lifting from my 
shoulders. My breathing deepened and my eyes opened 
to the wonder and beauty of the nature around me. Every 
minute I spent in the little cabin in the woods was a gift and 
I never felt so peaceful.   

One fall day in 2004, I was trudging down that road with my 
head hung, wishing I didn’t have to leave, when I suddenly 
asked myself what the heck I was waiting for. Was I going to 
slave away in the city just to be too old or sick to retire out 

before

After

Journey to self-sufficiency:
She converted “cabin in woods” to year-round autonomous home
By Wendy Keats
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here? I made the decision that very moment and moved 
off-grid 9 months later.

Information overload
Now there are a couple of things you should know. First, I 
didn’t have much money and secondly I knew absolutely 
nothing about off-grid systems…NADA! So I took on a few 
extra contracts (I am a community economic development 
consultant) to earn some extra money and started to do 
research about solar systems. And then I did some more 
research. And the more research I did, the more confused 
I became. Even 10 years ago, there was an absolute 
overload of information on the Internet. However, most 
of it was (and still is) either too technical or too vague 
and often unreliable. Considering I didn’t even know the 
difference between an amp and a watt, needless to say it 
was all Greek to me. So I talked to some more people and 
did some more reading but in the end decided “what’s the 
worst that can happen” and just jumped in with both feet, 
willing to learn as I went.

First system
My first system was tiny, only about 400 watts, which ran 
a few lights, refrigerator, laptop and internet, a 12-volt 
fan for the composting toilet and 12-volt pump for the 
well. I can tell you it was pretty tight and I had to use the 
generator far more often than I wanted to. However, I was 
still able to do basically everything I needed to over the 
next couple of years until I could add some more panels.  

Over time, I added another kilowatt of power and while 
this is still a very small system by most standards, it 
meets all my needs today and I rarely have to turn on my 
generator. However I have to stress that I’m a real master 
of energy conservation and live strictly by the belief that 
it’s much easier and cheaper to be energy conscious and 
reduce your power needs than it is to build a system large 
enough to accommodate wastefulness.  

Today, I have 8 solar panels, about 1.3 kilowatts of power, 
and operate on a 12-volt system that is converted into 
110 volts by an Outback inverter and controller system. 
The Outback takes the power from my panels and 

automatically diverts it first to any lights or appliances that 
are running and then dumps the rest of the power into a 
set of 1000 AH lead-acid deep cycle batteries. At night, or 
when there’s no sun, the power to run everything comes 
from these batteries.     

Energy-efficient appliances
My house has basically all the same appliances any 
normal household would have. I have an energy-efficient 
fridge, washer, and small freezer. My dryer is propane and 
so is my cooking stove. All my lights are LED and I have 
ceiling fans in each room. I have 
all the normal small appliances 
like a food processor and coffee 
pot. I don’t have a microwave 
but that’s a health choice, not a 
power choice.

A Pacific Energy woodstove heats 
most of my 1,200-square-foot 
home. However, in accordance 
to insurance rules, I also have a 
propane heater for back-up or 
when I am away for extended 
periods in the winter. The 
woodstove has a built-in water 
jacket that I plan to use to run hot 
water heating through the rest of 
the house.

Satellite Internet
I work from home so also run 
all my office equipment, such as 
laptop, printers, and projector, 
off my solar system as well as my 
satellite Internet and radio.  

I have a deep well and a 12-volt 
water pump that sits under my 
bathroom sink and gives me 
as much water pressure as any 
regular pump. For hot water, 
I have an on-demand tankless 
water heater that heats the 
water to 120 degrees with a propane flame when the tap 
is turned on. I’ve had this for 12 years now and swear 
by it. It blows my mind how much power people use 
maintaining hot water tank 24 hours a day when it’s only 
used minutes a day! 
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Large garden, hot tub
A few years ago, I cleared some more land and planted a large garden where I 
grow tons of wonderful veggies, many of which end up in my friends’ Christmas 
baskets filled with pickles, salsa, jams, breads, and other tasty treats from the 
land. 

Last year I put in an 8-foot wood-fired hot tub that has since been dubbed Keats 
Kauldron and the site of numerous fun parties! 

I was recently asked if I would go back to living on the grid and replied that 
“they’d have to drag me kicking and screaming”, which pretty much sums up 
how I feel about that. 

For the past 25 years I have kept an old Hopi prophesy on my wall that, for me, 
says it all. 

 “When the Earth has been ravaged and the animals are dying, a tribe of 
people from all races, creeds and colors will put their faith in deeds, not 
words, to make the land green again. They shall be known as Warriors of 
the Rainbow, Protectors of the Environment.”  Amen.
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NBTA Credit Union is a full-service credit union based in Fredericton that serves members in person in 
Fredericton and remotely throughout New Brunswick. 

In the summer of 2015, the NBTACU board and staff asked themselves what they can do to help the 
environment. A decision was made to offer better loan rates for individuals interested in improving their 
homes’ efficiency or converting to renewable energy like solar. From this idea, the Greener Home Loans 
program was introduced. The program gives qualifying applicants rates as low as prime plus 1% to make 
their homes more environmentally friendly.  

Member Owned
Started in 1971 by a group of education workers, NBTA Credit Union is open to the general public. As a 
member-owned financial institution, it is known for offering excellent rates on loans and savings, giving 
“member-first” financial advice, and providing excellent member service.  

To become a member of NBTA Credit Union, you must live in New Brunswick and deposit $5 to buy your 
initial membership share. After doing this, you will have access to all of the credit union’s financial services 
including: chequing, saving, investments, mortgages, lines of credit, loans, MasterCard, online/mobile 
banking, Ding-Free ATMs, profit sharing, and so much more.  

Learn more
To learn more, visit www.nbtacu.nb.ca , drop into the credit union’s Fredericton office at 650 Montgomery 
Street, or call toll free from anywhere in New Brunswick at 1-800-565-5626.  

NBTA Credit Union Program:
Low-interest loans 
support greener homes

off the grid 20 * NB residential properties only.  Applicants must be a resident of NB.  Individuals must qualify for financing/OAC.  

Contact our lending department today!

Toll-Free in NB: 1-800-565-5626
www.nbtacu.nb.ca/greenerhomeloans

Talk to us about loans to make 
your home more efficient at 
rates as low as Prime+1%*.

  As a Credit Union, we have decided that we 
need to do our part to help the planet.  One way 
we can do this is by offering low-rates on loans 
for residents of NB looking to make their home 

more efficient.  

Qualifying upgrades include:
Solar/Wind systems, more efficient heating 

systems like heat pumps or geothermal, 
upgrading inefficient appliances, upgrading 

insulation, and anything that 
will save you energy!  
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When we hear public officials orating on the importance 
of clean and renewable energy to the future of the 
planet we rarely hear about biomass, in particular, wood 
biomass. Perhaps it’s because it’s not widely understood 
or the mere mention of the use of trees in energy 
production conjures images of clear cut forests and 
billowing clouds of sooty smoke.    

The simple facts, however, are vastly different than the 
conventional perceptions or limited interest. Wood 
biomass in energy production is “aces” because it’s 
clean, it’s green, it’s renewable, it’s cost friendly and, it’s 
reliable.  

Europe leads the way
Europe is the undisputed leader in the environmentally-
responsible use and development of new technologies 
for using wood as a clean energy and heat source. Not 
only have a number of northern countries led the way in 
transitioning from fossil fuels to wood based renewables 
in their large scale power production plants but also, 

and perhaps most interestingly, at the community and 
off-grid business level. As a common example, it is not 
unusual in urban environments in the Nordic countries 
to have entire city blocks of housing interconnected to 
a localized heating plant. Increasingly, these are taking 
the form of combined heat and power plants. These 
are managed and maintained by a community co-op, a 
landlord, a private energy firm, the local government 
or usually some combination of. An equally common 
and growing demand exists for off grid farms, rural 
communities seeking reliable and local energy and 
businesses, industrial and otherwise, looking to improve 
their carbon footprint and bottom line.  

Biomass comes in many forms
Wood biomass comes in many forms such as wood 
waste from forest products to tree trimmings or 
diseased tree removal to traditional but sustainable 
harvesting from managed forest tracts. A timely and 
seasonal example of a wood biomass source is the 
Christmas tree. Municipalities, after they collect them 

WOOD:  
The unsung hero of 
      clean and green  
energy production
By Andrew Skaling
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APEGNB 15kW Grid Tie 
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info@fundysolar.ca

www.fundysolar.ca

at the side of the road in January, typically put them through 
a wood chipper. It varies from place to place as to the end 
use but in a community where there is biomass energy 
production the beloved symbol of the Christmas holiday may 
very well end up producing heat and/or electricity.

Province built on forestry sector
In New Brunswick the tree is indelibly tied to the entire 
history of the province – economically, socially and naturally. 
The province was largely built on the forestry sector, from 
shipbuilding to sawmills to pulp and paper production and 
beyond. In a cold northern climate such as this, it’s only 
natural that sustainable wood-based energy production be at 
the top of the list for businesses and communities looking at 
localizing their power production. Slowly, but surely, progress 
and developments are happening. Most mills in the Province 
make use of their wood waste (and have for some time) 
either on site in biomass boilers or by converting it into value 
added products, like wood pellets or bedding for animals etc. 
Significant demand for commercial grade wood pellets in 
Europe has a number of businesses in the province looking 
at large scale pellet production – a potential boon for the 
moribund and dwindling forestry sector in the province.  

Woodlot producers offer sustainable supply
Forget the economic giants in the province; if a business 
or community goes the route of localizing their power 
production, their local private woodlot folks are the go-to 
ones for sustainable supply.  

To bring it all back to earth, the humble tree, which serves 
the planet so nobly and in so many incredible and varied 
roles, is a critical contributor to solving the clean energy 
conundrum.  Wood biomass is not the solution but it 
certainly is a big part of the answer to the larger clean and 
renewable energy question. Be it high efficiency pellets or 
the various wood based community power plant options, 
when it comes to checking all the boxes of what is real and 
doable in the “clean green” energy space wood is good.

About the Author:  Andrew Skaling is Partner and  
VP of AvorEnergy. Visit www.avorenergy.com



By  

A power bill was never something that really interested me. Who wants bills?  A 
friend once said, “Rudi, you don’t need to make a lot of money to be rich, just 
don’t spend a lot.” That sounded like great advice. No power bills, no cable bills, 
no Internet bills, no phone bills. With these monthly burdens freed up, what 
could I do with the extra green? 
 
This type of thinking, combined with my distaste for vinyl siding, subdivisions, 
and cookie-cutter existence, was the driving force behind the off-grid, remote, 
lifestyle that we live today. 
 
My wife and I are both 29 years old. We have been living off-grid for more than 
seven years now. We have never had a power bill. Nestled in the backwoods of 
Tracy, New Brunswick, we raise three boys all under the age of five. 

Perfect property
The concept of living independently was always an allure for us. Our dream was 
to build a log home completely off the grid, near water, and away from hustle 
and bustle. In 2009 we purchased a great piece of property with a river flowing 
through it. My plan: to power our home with a water turbine. I had carefully 
monitored water flow and recorded the data for three years prior to buying the 
land. We had 500 gpm of available flow and 26 feet of elevation drop over 500 
feet of distance. “PERFECT”, I thought! It even included two beautiful waterfalls.  

Meanwhile, my like-minded uncle (and now business partner) was hard at work 

About the 
Author  
Rudi Fowler is self-employed 
and installs and services 
rural, high-speed Internet 
systems for Xplornet 
Communications.  

He is also a partner at Epic 
Energy Solutions, providing 
renewable energy solutions 
to off-grid and grid-tied 
clients.

Living their dream 
  in an off-grid log home
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constructing his first solar array of his own. His claims of energy yield and solar harvest 
reports floored me. Even on cloudy days I was impressed. With his advice I reluctantly 
shifted from “micro hydro mode” to “solar mode.” I haven’t looked back! 
 
Dream home
After countless hours of research, dreaming, and planning, we broke ground in 2010. 
We moved in four years later during December of 2014. Those were years full of blood, 
sweat and tears. But it was worth it. Our dreams came true; we had finally moved into 
our dream home…about three kilometers from the nearest public road, estranged to 
even utility poles. 
 
Our power system consists of 20-235-watt solar panels from Ontario. They sit on a free- 
standing ground mount. All 5,200 square feet of our home is powered by a 6-kilowatt 
Schnieder Electric Inverter and a single 80A MPPT charge controller. For energy storage 
we use a recycled 4,000-pound, 48V fork-lift battery from Xtra Power solutions in 
Montreal.   
 
“Power hungry” ban
We consume an average of 10 kw/hr of electricity a day. That equates to a single 
dollar’s worth of energy if we were connected to the grid. Contrary to popular belief, 
we like to believe that we live without compromises. For 10 months of the year we 
hardly watch our power consumption. The key is not to allow anything “power-hungry” 
into our home. Electric space heaters, dryers, cook stoves, baseboard heaters, block 
heaters, incandescent lights, all have been banned from the premises. 
 
For heating we use a hydronic in-floor system fired by an indoor wood boiler in tandem 
with a Pacific Energy woodstove. The wood boiler also provides hot water in the winter 
via an indirect water tank. The hot water we use in the summer is provided using an 
air-source water heater. In the summer it keeps our home cool, our basement dry, and 
90 gallons of hot water in the tank. During this season, sunshine is plentiful and so we 
are able to provide almost unlimited hot water. 
 
Typical home features
But just because we ban the energy hogs from our home doesn’t mean we skimp on 
the appliances. We have all the features of a typical home. That includes a dishwasher, 
fridge, washer, dryer, TV, high-speed Internet, hair dryer, microwave, well pump, laser 
printer, and of course a toaster. All of the lighting is handled using LED bulbs that just 
use 11 watts each. The only thing that we routinely use propane for is the cook stove. 
We do have a propane dryer, but it’s almost hardly worth mentioning. We’ve used it 
less than five times as our clothes are air dried on a catwalk year round. 
 
In November and December, when sunshine can be scarce, we sometimes have to rely on a gasoline generator. That being 
said we only ran it for 48 hours last year. I consider it a personal goal to make it through an entire year without it. This could 
be the year. Stay tuned! 

Water storage system
Like any homeowner, I’ve been constantly improving things since moving in. I’m now assembling a thousand-gallon water 
storage system that we’ll use for summer hot water for our home. It is charged intelligently by surplus sun energy from our 
solar array. In the winter it will serve as thermal storage for our wood boiler and provide consistent, even, heat to different 
zones in our home. We are still working at building a lawn and garden, as well as finishing all the other yard work that 
accompanies an owner built home. 
 
I believe energy management and energy education are the keys to living successfully off-grid. While it may be a challenge at 
times, it is a challenge that results in an untethered home – a home that is completely independent of the outside forces that 
come with being tied to a pole. And for myself, and my growing family, it is perfect. The perfect home away from homes.

Living their dream 
  in an off-grid log home
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What wasn’t I getting? What lesson wasn’t I learning? All 
I could think was it must be a doozy. There in the middle 
of the night, standing beside the highway, cursing my 
misfortune, I was missing it. 

Where had it all gone wrong?  
It was early summer. July. The night was warm. I was 
racing home to Dieppe from our yurt just outside 
Richibucto. I’d gone to cut the grass and tidy the place 
up. This after working a 10-hour day as an apprentice 
electrician. 

Quit film careers
Did I mention I was starting my life over again? Not just 
me, my wife too. In 2010 we both quit our careers in the 
film industry in Toronto to move to New Brunswick. We 
built a yurt outside Richibucto to serve as a catalyst for 
said transformation. 

For the uninitiated, the modern yurt is an interpretation 
of those that originated with the nomadic Mongol people.  
The structure is completely round with the outside walls 
composed of intertwined lattice that stand about seven 
feet high. Winding through the top of the lattice is aircraft 
cable. Round ceiling rafters slot into the cable and connect 
to a round frame in the middle of the yurt some fourteen 
feet in the air. On top of the frame rests a plexiglass 
dome. The rest of the shell is composed of three layers: 
a cotton interior liner, R-Foil insulation and an outer vinyl 
layer. (Several companies manufacture yurt kits that are 
available for purchase. Ours came from the now defunct 
Yurtco in British Columbia.)  

Hurricane Earl
Our intention was to live in it until we found suitable jobs 
and careers in the Moncton area. Scared that opportunity 
might not occur twice, my wife took the first job she felt 
matched her skills and experience. Before the yurt was 
complete we abandoned her to move to Dieppe. Karma 
hasn’t been kind since. Three days after we moved out 
Hurricane Earl churned up the coast and blew the dome 
off the roof. A rescue mission had to be arranged to save it 
from further damage in the howling winds. 

Sylvie lasted one year at her first job. I struggled to find 
consistent freelance writing work and eventually stumbled 
into the electrical trade. It became necessary to rent 
the yurt as a vacation property to keep ourselves afloat 
financially. Three years and half a dozen job changes later 
our struggles continued.  

Checklist of absurdity
I stood at the side of the road beside my overheated 
car going through the checklist of absurdity that now 
encompassed my situation: I finished a 16-hour day, at 
a career I didn’t like, so that someone else could enjoy 
my yurt. And for my efforts, the extra strain caused the 
radiator hose on the car to spring a leak.

I stormed back and forth beside the car, cursing into the 
night. The traffic whistled past, arresting my words and 
silencing my voice. I asked myself over and over: why 
didn’t we stay in the yurt for one year? Or even a summer.

Would it have made that much difference? The 

The Yurt Files
Building structure proves life changing
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unfortunate truth is real, lasting internal transformation isn’t 
something that is conferred through the construction of a green-
friendly structure.

Character flaws
I had some deep-rooted character flaws that no amount of yurt 
habitation was going to cure. I was the one person responsible 
for my situation and no amount of bitching and complaining was 
going to change it. 

After the heat (and my tempter) subsided, I wrapped the hose in 
electrical tape and slinked my way home. Time needed to pass 
before I could begin to recognize and appreciate the experience 
of having built such a unique structure. I needed to learn that 
building it was an act of love, not self-adulation. 

Despite not getting much opportunity to enjoy it in the summer, 
renting the yurt has created a sense of community in those we 
choose to share it with. When we started to think of it as a chance 
to invite the world to our doorstep, the world responded in kind. 
We’ve welcomed people from Spain, Switzerland, France, America, 
Quebec and locals from New Brunswick.

Catalyst for transformation
In the end, the yurt has proven to be the catalyst for 
transformation we intended. But never in my imagination did I 
expect it to happen as it has. In the time since we moved to New 
Brunswick to build a yurt and start our lives over again I don’t 
recognize myself from five years ago. 

(Coincidentally, that journey provided ample material for my first 
book “Life, the Yurt and Everything.” Given that I was a man with 
a dream but no content, it was a fortuitous development. But all 
things considered, maybe a weekend writing retreat is the wiser 
investment.) 

I’m now the published author of two books with a third, my first 
novel, to be released in the spring of 2016. 

About the Author: Jason E. Hamilton is an author, speaker 
and writer who earned his chops the hard way: while killing time 
on film sets. His first book “Life, the Yurt and Everything” was 
published in 2013. Eighteen months later he released his second 
non-fiction book “Finding Asia.” 2016 is shaping up as a busy 
publishing schedule: “The Prince of Acadia & the River of Fire (Mid-
Grade non-fiction) and “New Brunswick: Frontier of the Canadian 
Dream” will be released. Jason lives in Dieppe, New Brunswick with 
his seven-year-old son and life partner Sylvie.
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In this day and age, people are becoming more and more 
reliant on things like technology and food imports. If you 
want an exotic food you can just hop on over to the store 
and buy something. But a long time ago, when people 
didn’t have cars or electricity to heat their homes, they 
had to use natural resources. Now, doing anything the 
old way is considered ‘”just a hobby.” But there are still 
benefits from doing things like baking your own bread and 
growing your own vegetables. 

My name is Maika Branch and my family is one of the 
many who are becoming self-sustainable. I am really 
excited to be writing a column in this magazine and thank 
Off Grid East Coast for the opportunity. Over the coming 
months I will write about my life and the ways my family 
connects to the culture of self-sustainability. With a Dutch 
mother and and an Acadian father, I cannot in good heart 
say it will be boring. 

Self-sustaining in the Suburbs: 

Urban Chickens
By Maika E. Branch
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EnerGreen Builders Co-operative is proud to have received the 
New Brunswick Premier’s Award for Energy Efficiency in Residential Homes 2014.

Rooster free
As this is my first column, I decided to talk about about one of the most iconic 
and amusing things one can do to be self-sustainable in the city - raising chickens. 
Our family has three -Kiki, Mocha, and Kitkatt. Of course, their names are 
derivative from their obvious brown colour. Chickens do come in other colours 
though, from white to brown, to black-and-white checkered. We keep them for 
eggs, not meat. Nor do we raise chicks. For that we would need a rooster, which 
are not allowed in the city. And for some weird reason, my mom was certain that 
all the neighbors within hearing distance wouldn’t like a having a rooster in the 
backyard.

Our hens live outside in a house we built for them out of a compost bin. They 
have a shelf with hay for laying, a propped stick to roost on, and an outdoor run 
to stretch their legs. 

Genetically modified
In Moncton there are some by-laws about keeping chickens in the city, such as 
getting a $60 building permit, and building the coop the correct size and length. 
Anyway, we got our hens from a local farm, but even so the ancestors of the two-
year old chickens were so genetically modified that they need a special food from 
the store to lay eggs. By just feeding them scraps and fresh food they work just 
fine. Just no eggs. It is a sad thing that today it is so hard to find non-genetically 
modified chickens - hens that do not rely on a special factory-produced food to 
make eggs.

Even still, it’s great fun to watch and care for them, especially with them being 
known to eat almost anything, save for apple seeds, avocados, and a few other 
foods. They do ADORE earthworms, banana peels, and watermelon rinds. They 
can peck through a watermelon rind in minutes. Oh, and blueberries, too.

Well, I fear my word limit is up, so until the next magazine issue I must say 
goodbye. I hope you stick around for more though and thanks for reading!

About the 
Author  
Maika E. Branch is a 12-year-
old published author who 
resides in Moncton, NB, 
where she attends middle 
school. Her first book, 
Calagarmii Cliffs, started out 
as a personal summer project 
that she wrote at the age 
of ten. She offers creative 
writing coaching for children 
and pre-teens and recently 
finished a new manuscript, 
The Sisters of Serenah, a 
fiction fantasy for young 
adults that will be on the 
market soon. 
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Plants for Food and Medicine
By Estelle Drisdale

Using medicinal and wild edible plants is a great way to connect with the natural world while 
building your personal knowledge and self-reliance. Each issue, I will highlight a new plant 
for the homestead that can be grown in the garden or collected from the wild throughout the 
Maritimes. These profiles will feature a mix of cultivated, meadow, and forest plants that can 
be made into food and medicine and used help to restore nature’s balance. off the grid 30



Common Name: Coneflower
Latin Name(s): Echinacea purpurea and Echinacea angustifolia

Uses:
Echinacea is a powerful immune stimulant that can ward off colds or infections when used at early onset. Echinacea 
tincture can be taken internally for colds or infections or used topically for inflammation, bites, stings, cuts or skin 
infections. For internal use, take ½ teaspoon of the tincture at the first sign of illness every hour until symptoms 
disappear. For external use, apply tincture directly to the skin or add to water and use as 
a wash. 

Avoid taking Echinacea when you are not sick as your body will habituate the immune 
response and it will be less effective when needed. The medicinal properties of the root, 
leaf, and flower cannot be drawn out by water, therefore the tea infusion is not effective 
in treating illness or fighting infections. Flower petals can be added to tea mixes for their 
color, but it will have no medicinal effect.

Growing
Duration: Perennial
Light: Full sun
Nutrient Requirements: Moderate - apply compost in the spring 
Soil: Well-drained
Zone: 3 – 9
Height: 1 meter
Color: Purple
Flowering time: Mid-August
Parts Used: Root, leaf, and flower

Propagation
Seed: seeds require cold moist stratification, needing to go through a period of cold and 
warm conditions to germinate. Seeds can be stratified in the fridge or simply planted 
outdoors in the fall. The plant will flower in the second year and every year after that.

Division: Echinacea can be divided in early spring or late fall by digging the root mass of 
2 - 3 year old plants and dividing one or two times. Place each division in a new location.

How to Make Echinacea tincture:
Leaf and flower - E. purpurpea only
Fill a clean jar with the fresh leaf and flower in September and cover completely with 
a solution of at least 25% alcohol.  Leave no air space in jar and cover tightly with a lid. 
An air space can cause desiccation when plant material floats to the top, oxidizes and 
molds.

Root – both E. purpurea and E. angustifolia
Half fill a clean jar in late September with cleaned fresh root and fill with a solution of at 
least 25% alcohol. Leave no air space in jar and cover tightly with a lid.

Shake the jars daily and store in a cool dark place. After 2 weeks, strain liquid and store 
in dark jars or in a dark cupboard. 

Ecological Uses
Echinacea is an important nectar source for bees, goldfinches and butterflies.  

About the 
Author  
Estelle lives on a 400-acre 
homestead and forest and 
is working to restore land, 
grow food and medicine, 
reduce energy and fossil fuel 
use, and create habitat for 
wildlife. Estelle’s interest in 
plants, their uses, and how 
to grow them evolved from 
connecting to the natural 
world through hiking, work-
ing outdoors, and gardening. 
Estelle is also the Food and 
Ecology Specialist at Com-
munity Forests International, 
a not-for-profit based out 
of Sackville, NB, focusing on 
sustainable land use, forestry, 
and farming.

Echinacea Coneflower (Echinacea) offers natural cure for colds & cuts
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Kermit the frog said, “It’s not easy being green.” There 
are some aspects of going green that are win-win from 
every perspective. Other aspects come under the “No free 
lunch” credo. Let me explain.

In 2003, my husband Barrie MacGregor and I built our own 
home on the Tusket River in Yarmouth County, NS.  Being 
located half a kilometer from the main road meant that 
connecting to the grid would cost $15,000. In lieu of this, 
we added some extra pesos and ended up with a solar 
electric system.  

We moved in during the winter of 2004. Barrie says, “After 
11 years, the jury is still out on the economics of going 
solar. It’s not a cheap proposition in spite of the fact that 
it may be ideal for other reasons. Also, living with solar 
requires some management and study.”  We are still 
learning.

The nuts and bolts of what we did 
We built a “solar shack” (8x12-ft. outbuilding) to house 
eight deep-cycle storage batteries, a sophisticated inverter 
that changes DC to AC, and a 6500-watt generator to assist 
when the sun does not shine for prolonged periods of 
time. We placed four photo-voltaic 175 W panels on top. 
Although our electrical demands are few (2 kWh per day) 
four panels simply weren’t enough. So, four years ago, we 
added four more panels.

Our house plan is modest: one floor with a bedroom, 
bathroom, mudroom, and an open kitchen-dining-living-
room-office-den. This is all accommodated on a 32x40-ft. 
cement slab on grade.

Windows provide passive solar heat
Several large windows facing south give us free passive 

solar heat. The cement slab is scored and stained to look 
like terra cotta tiles, so the dark colour and mass of the 
slab promote heat storage. 

Our main heat source is an airtight wood stove. Although 
we have in-floor heating —installed at the time of building 
because it was relatively cheap to do —we rarely use 
it as it requires triple the amount of electricity. That 
means using the generator at least 12 hours a day to 
produce the required power. Typically, this translates 
into approximately $75 per week in gasoline. Also, as the 
water/glycol is heated by propane, that’s an additional cost 
although we haven’t been able to measure that aspect.

Most of the lumber used in the construction was 
purchased from a local sawmill. This reduced 
transportation/energy costs and supported local industry. 
The wood included 1x6 in. hemlock siding. Hemlock is 
native to NS; does not require painting, staining or any 
other treatment; will not be gnawed on by rodents; and 
looks great. As we didn’t use tapered boards, we got the 
additional insulation value of the full board. 

What about major appliances? 
Our hot water, fridge and stove are powered by propane 

Sandra Phinney and son Luke MacGregor are in a celebratory 
mood after installing the last solar panel on January 2.

Pros and Cons of 

going solar
By Sandra Phinney
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but in order to reduce this fuel cost ($700/year) we installed a solar hot water 
panel, heat exchanger, and storage tank to feed into the hot water system. On 
a sunny day, water in the storage tank is pre-heated to 120 degrees plus—low 
tech, low maintenance, zip operational costs and significantly reduced propane 
consumption. Barrie says, “It’s a no-brainer and everyone should have solar hot 
water, even if you are on a conventional system.”

Although we do have a washing machine, we dry on a clothesline in the summer 
but when the temperature dips sub zero, winter drying is done via an old 
fashioned (and cheap) drying rack that we arrange in front of the wood stove.

Managing solar is costly
Once the honeymoon is over, there are housekeeping chores to consider. 

Batteries are expensive ($3,200 for our system; they lasted 10 years but recently 
had to be replaced) and you need to be careful not to let them go low for a long 
period of time. They also have to be kept topped up with water. 

One problem we’ve had that is both aggravating and humourous (funny only 
after-the-fact) is that mice have twice managed to get inside the inverter and 
used it for a bathroom or maternity ward. It’s a costly proposition to replace 
circuit boards and inverters.

Limited expertise in area
As well, there is very little expertise or depth of knowledge about solar in the 
area. For example, we recently had to send our charge regulator to Washington 
State for evaluation and repair as there was no one in Atlantic Canada who could 
do this.  

On the upside, the cost of materials is coming down. Our original panels cost 
$1,400 each. Our second set cost $800 each. Recently, Barrie saw some panels 
that were 50% more powerful than ours for $600. 

A huge bonus is to have a home that doesn’t hum and buzz. We got rid of the 
clock in our bedroom as the tick-tick-tick was deafening. Quiet takes on new 
meaning when you go solar.

Tip to save power
A small thing (but still significant 
when you are off the grid) is to 
make sure that the electricity 
that feeds items like your 
television and stereo system 
is totally off when you are not 
using them. 

Normally, when you turn off a 
TV, you may think it’s off but it’s 
always “to the ready,” meaning 
that it’s still drawing electricity, 
even in a dormant state. It’s 
much like having a leaky faucet 
with a constant drip, drip, drip. 
The way to correct this is to use 
power bars, or, when the house 
is wired, to have some plugs that 
are switched. 
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By Bob Ewing 

A changing climate, an addiction to fossil 
fuels and a lackadaisical attitude to water 
have placed humanity in a precarious 
position. Can we stop the descent or are we 
teetering on the edge of concurring global 
disasters?

Is there a pathway out of our present reality? 
Yes. Permaculture design is one way we 
can stop contributing to the decline and, 
possibly, even begin to reverse it.

Permaculture Defined: Permaculture is 
the conscious design and maintenance of 
agriculturally productive systems which 
have the diversity, stability, and resilience 
of natural ecosystems. It is the harmonious 
integration of the landscape with people 
providing their food, energy, shelter and 
other material and non-material needs in a 
sustainable way.  
Source: Graham Bell, The Permaculture Way

Origins: The word permaculture was coined 
from the two words “permanent” and 
“agriculture.” Today, many designers also 
apply the words “permanent culture” to their 
work. Permaculture design was co-developed 
by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren. Their 
work was motivated by a joint concern over 
the destruction caused by the industrial 
agriculture system. They were looking for 
a resilient, restorative method for growing 
food.

Permaculture is

 “perennial   
    agriculture”
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About the 
Author  
Bob Ewing is a permaculture 
specialist and applies his 
knowledge of design and 
development to a variety 
of areas ranging from food 
security to adult literacy. 
He has designed gardens 
for individuals, schools 
and community and is 
an active volunteer in his 
community President of the 
Campbellton Food Buying 
Club, the Campbellton 
Farmers Farmers Market, 
the Restigouche Community 
Inclusion Network, and the 
Campbellton Rotary Club. 

Three Ethics
There are three ethics at the core of permaculture that together create the foundation 
upon which the designs evolve:

Care for the Earth embraces the reality that humans are not apart from nature but 
intimately connected to all that is. Harm the natural systems that support us and we 
harm ourselves.

Care for People leads us to develop systems that leave no one hungry or homeless.

Sharing the Surplus or as some say, Fair Shares, is integral to creating communities 
within which all members thrive. It is also essential if the other two ethics are to 
function.

In addition to ethics, there are permaculture principles that guide the designer. David 
Holmgren, in his book, Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond Sustainability, set 
out 12 principles developed in the context of peak oil and climate change events. The first 
principle is perhaps the most important: Observe and Interact. A permaculture designer 
will spend considerable time on a site before developing a design plan. This enables the 
designer to get to know all the elements at work in that particular ecosystem. 

For more information, visit: http://permacultureprinciples.com/principles

The Zone System
Permaculture designers use a zone system to determine what goes where. The zones are 
guidelines and help plan where things will be placed in a landscape. The zones run from 0 
(the home) to 5 (wild space).  

ZONE 0: This is your home. The zone where the family may spend most of its time, 
depending upon climate and occupation, in a variety of activities from work to play.

ZONE 1: This is where you grow the foods that you use on a daily basis and plants 
that demand the most of your time, herbs, salad greens and your vegetable garden. 
Your compost pile will also be in Zone 1 along with rain barrels and any other water 
catchment systems you may have. Zone 1 is also a good place for the henhouse.

ZONE 2: is your orchard or food forest. If you have a small yard then two or three dwarf fruit trees and a berry 
bush or two, will suffice.

ZONE 3: this is the commercial farm zone where you would grow green manure, low maintenance trees, large 
systems, big sheds, woodlot, and windbreak and place your aquaculture project.

ZONE 4: This is where you get your fire wood and harvest wild plants and mushrooms, for example.

ZONE 5: This is the wild place that you do not manage but rather experience it as a classroom a place to 
observe, interact and learn.

If your goal is to create a self-reliant, resilient home, understanding the basics of permaculture design will enable 
you to achieve that goal. There are a number of great books available. Check first at your local public library before 
investing any money. If you buy a book, get one that suits your reality. The book I recommend most for back or 
front yard gardeners is Toby Hemenway’s Gaia’s Garden 2nd edition.

1
2
3
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Creating a Solar City 

Municipalities 
Leading the Charge
By Julia Feltham

Ever wonder about the role municipalities can play 
in making the shift towards renewable energy and 
energy efficiency? 

Look no further than municipalities in Nova Scotia. 
They are national leaders in innovating the use of 
Local Improvement Charges (LICs).

What are LICs?
Historically, LICs have been a tool used by municipalities 
to finance improvements for a specific neighbourhoods, 
such as financing roads, a water line extension or new 
sidewalks. The cost of the improvement is assessed and 
an LIC is added to the property tax of the landowners 
that benefit until their share of the cost is paid in full. If a 
property is sold, the LIC is transferred to the new owner.

The tool is regulated by the province’s Municipalities Act. 
Recently, Nova Scotia changed the rules under this act to 
bolster the use of green infrastructure and create green 
jobs.

Halifax: The Solar City
Halifax was the first municipality in Canada to use LICs to 
help private property owners assess, install and finance 
solar systems. This was done through a program called 
Solar City. In an address to the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities, Halifax Mayor Mike Savage described Solar 
City as a program that “allows the municipality to partner 
with its citizens to bring more solar power to the city by 
allowing people to put solar panels on their house and pay 
for it over time. There’s no cost to the municipality and it 
obviously makes it more affordable for people in Halifax to 
use solar power.” 
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To be able to do this, the Province of Nova Scotia (which, 
like New Brunswick and Ontario, had an explicit definition 
of how municipalities could use LICs) amended the Halifax 
Charter in 2010. Later, the Municipal Government Act was 
amended to allow other Nova Scotian municipalities to 
undertake similar innovative projects using LICs.

What makes this different from traditional  
ways of using LICs?
Solar City is entirely voluntary; the infrastructure is on 
private property and owned by the property owner. 
Think of the possibilities! As Halifax Councillor Jennifer 
Watts states, ”other municipalities in NS are using this 
legislation to apply it to other sustainable projects for 
homeowners: heat pumps, energy efficiency projects and 
it could be considered for small wind and biomass.” In 
Nova Scotia alone, municipalities are now offering heat 
pump programs (Berwick) and efficiency projects (District 
of Lunenburg & Richmond County). 

Using LICs, municipalities can make it more affordable 
to do green retrofit programs, while reducing their 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, creating jobs and 
providing a great return on investment for project 
participants.

How can you make this happen in your 
municipality?
Watts adds that “other provinces can do this mechanism 
and some are but it is important to note that legislation 
governing municipalities is different in each province so 
it may need to be tailored to each provincial context.” 
A report written by the Pembina Institute on using LICs 

to finance energy efficiency is an excellent introductory 
guide for all Canadian municipalities, helping them to 
understand possible dynamic funding options to get the 
program off the ground. Beyond making sure that the rules 
fit, Halifax used low-interest loans to make its project a 
reality. The city obtained funding through the FCM’s Green 
Municipal Fund and $100,000 from the Department of 
Energy to offer loans with 3.5% interest over 10 years.

Too good to be true?
Chew on these numbers: In addition to creating around 
50 jobs in the pilot phase of the project, more than 3,000 
residents signed up and over 1,200 homes were assessed 
between December 2012 and January 2015. And that’s 
not all! According to the project summary, over 300 
residential solar hot water systems were installed and 
water consumption was cut by 14 million litres per year. 
Over the next 25 years, GHG reduction of 10,500 tonnes is 
anticipated.

Though the 24-month pilot phase is over, Halifax has 
decided to keep using LICs to invest in solar solutions. 
The city has extended the program for more three years 
with an increased budget and have begun to include solar 
photo voltaics, solar air and solar thermal technology.

As this project shows, green solutions to our climate 
challenges are within our reach with Nova Scotia leading 
the country in using Local Improvement Charges to make 
them more affordable and accessible to its citizens. That’s 
exciting news to share. Spread the word!
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Epic Energy exists to help people and businesses in our communities, 
harness and enjoy, the full benefits of the Sun, Wind and Water.

Fredericton, NB  | Tel: 506-461-5360 | Email: epicenergysolutions@gmail.com | www.epicenergysolutions.ca

Contact us If you are building or 
want to incorporate renewable 
energy into your home.
We install Net Metered and Off-Grid systems



BuyLocalNB™ Smartphone App Released
The Conservation Council of New Brunswick recently released its new BuyLocalNB™ smartphone 
app that helps New Brunswickers find local food, products, crafts, local retailers and farm 
experiences near them. Their website www.buylocalnb.ca features a user-friendly searchable 
database of local growers, producers, retailers and agri-tourism operators. 

Local businesses can add their products and services to the inventory by sending their 
information through the “Add your Business” form directly on the website.

The app, now available as an Android download and soon in iOS, is 
a complementary tool that focuses on getting visitors to farms, farm 
stands, markets and places where they can experience local food. 
The search map provides handy reference for finding what’s close or 
what’s a Sunday afternoon drive away.  

www.buylocalnb.ca

By Josée Longchamps and Wendy Keats

Tiny House Design and 
Construction Guide 
by Dan Louche
This isn’t particularly off-grid, but it is 
a very nice step-by-step guide to build 
a mortgage-free, environmentally-
sustainable home. It covers many topics 
from tools, building materials, trailer, 
wall and room framing, house wrap, 
windows and doors, plumbing, insulation, flooring and more. 
The instructions are clear and step-by-step photos are useful. 
It is helpful for understanding basic building techniques. 
However, there is nothing on using recycled materials, green 
insulation or green power.

Tiny Homes: 
Simple Shelter 
by Lloyd Kahn
Lots and lots of pictures, tricks and 
projects. Each project gives ideas on 
many projects like recycling all forms of 
building materials, using different eco-
building techniques and green power. 
This book is a pleasure to fill your head 
with creative building thoughts.

The Everything Guide to Living Off  
the Grid 
by Terry Reid 
This book is a very general, simple manual 
for independent living and covers topics 
like budget, food, hunting and gardening. 
However, there are few Internet references 
and not much on eco-building, green 
energy, etc. 

Don’t Even Talk About It  
Why our Brains Are Wired To Ignore 
Climate Change 
by George Marshall 
(available from Kindle or with Kindle App for less than $2.00)

Don’t Even Think About It explains how the 
emotional brain, our peers, and our non-
scientific backgrounds, combined with our 
psychological makeup, conspires to push 
climate change to the back of our minds. 
The author illustrates in case after case how 
the brain is working against us when it comes to acting on 
climate change. In his book, Marshall identifies alternative 
approaches, most importantly by refusing to regard climate 
change as an “environmental” issue but rather as a global 
issue affecting everyone on the planet. He includes narratives 
of personal encounters with his research subjects from all 
corners of the climate change debate from the oil and gas 
industry to environmental activities that demonstrates the 
climate change movement is stuck. Marshall also stares the 
possibility of a four-degree increase in the face and quotes 
the world’s leading scientists in what they see coming if this 
happens.

Book Reviews
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Fundy Solar Ltd
431 Jolicure Rd., Jolicure, NB E4L 2S3
Phone: 902-664-8342
www.fundysolar.com 

NBTA Credit Union
650 Montgomery St.
Fredericton, NB E3B 5C8
Phone: 506-452-1827
www.nbtacu.nb.ca 

EnerGreen Builders Co-operative Ltd.
Box 6306, Sackville, NB E4L 1G6
Phone: 506-536-1333
www.energreen.coop 

Canadian Solar Institute
Phone: 1-866-804-4625
www.solarinstitute.ca 

Energy Systems and Design
745 Waterford Rd                                     
Waterford, NB Canada E4E 5B4
Phone: 506-433-3151
www.microhydropower.com 

Advantage Insulators
Phone: 506-961-7283
www.takeadvantage.ca
   
Epic Energy Solutions 
Phone: 506.461.4240
Fredericton, NB
www.epicenergysolutions.ca 

Green Eye Co-op 
Phone: 506.866.0736 
www.greeneyecoop.com 

Featured advertisers in this issue

As an advertiser with Off Grid East Coast, you have a unique opportunity to 
connect with Maritimers who share your commitment to the environment.

 
 

Contact:
Steven Boyce

Director of Advertising Sales
Off Grid East Coast e-zine

Cell: 506-852-1001 
Email: stevenboycecanada1@gmail.com

An initiative of the Co-operative Enterprise Council of New Brunswick  
with the support of the NB Environmental Trust Fund.
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