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Radiant floor or radiant heating systems 
distribute heat through the floor, wall 
panels, or ceiling of your home. This sys-
tem works by delivering heat from a hot 
surface to the room using infrared radia-
tion. It works in the same way you feel the 
heat coming from a stovetop, even if you 
are not near it. . The method uses convec-
tion which circulates heat throughout 
the room as the warm air from the floor 
(or other surface) rises into the air around 
you. This form of heating was first used in 
Korea and China around 5,000 B.C. when 
heat from fireplaces was sent through 
flues built into the earth below, allowing 
the heat to conduct onto the surface as 
it radiated into the rooms around it. It 
wasn’t until around 1907 that radiant floor 
heating became popular in the United 
States. However, famous architect Frank 
Lloyd Wright really brought it into the 
spotlight when he began using it in many 
of his projects, including public adminis-
tration buildings and homes. Today, this 
heating method is found in many homes 
and uses electricity to generate heat. 

The key to understanding radiant 
distribution systems is understanding 
the three main ways to use energy to get 
radiant floor heating. They are air, water 
(hydronic), or electricity. Newer homes 
often employ wires built into the flooring 
to generate warmth throughout a space.

The Benefits and Pros of Radiant Floor 
Heating

There are many benefits to choosing 
this type of heating for your home, includ-
ing safety, energy efficiency, and more. 
Let’s take a closer look at some of the 
many pros of choosing this form of home 
heating. First let us detail three major 
types.
• Electrical radiant heat: This type of 
radiant floor heating uses wires or cables 
built into the floor or subfloor. Flooring 
materials like polished concrete with a 
high thermal mass will keep the heat 
stored in the house for up to eight to 10 
hours, making it an energy-efficient choice 
for some homes. This option is also a 
popular choice for bathrooms since it 
allows you to step on warm floors when 
getting out of the bath or shower. It may 
be more expensive than other options up 
front, but electrical radiant heat can save 
homeowners a significant amount in 
energy costs over time.
• Air radiant heat: Air radiant heating 
systems are the least popular and least-
used systems of the three. They use forced 
air to warm up a room but dissipates rather 
quickly. You likely won’t find this option in 
newer homes since electrical and hydronic 
are much more effective at keeping rooms 
warmer for longer periods of time. 
However, if you have a solar-air heating 
system, it may work in conjunction with 
that to keep your home at a reasonable 
temperature.
• Hydronic radiant heat: Water-based or 
hydronic systems are cost-effective and 
pump heated water from a boiler through 
tubing underneath the floor. Newer 
systems allow you to control the flow of 
hot water through the tubing by using 
zoning valves and thermostats to regulate 
the room’s temperature, so you don’t 
always need to have it running in rooms 
that are not being used. Overall, this 
system is the most eco-friendly and 
cost-effective option for most homeown-
ers

Now let us consider some advantages 
to most radiant heating systems as a 
group.

• Energy-efficient: Radiant heating 
systems are energy-efficient and can save 
you money over the long run. Unlike 
forced air that can dissipate quickly and is 
prone to draftiness, radiant heat dissipates 
slowly and uses convection to keep the 
warm air moving. It also prevents duct loss 
that is common with forced air systems, 
ensuring that your home remains warm 
once the heat is operational. Because heat 
rises, it’s also a much more effective 
method of heating overall. The average 
homeowner can save around 15 percent as 
compared with other distribution types in 
their monthly energy costs with radiant 
heating systems.
• Easy and safe to use: Because you don’t 
need to worry about dust, pet dander, and 
other debris floating through the ductwork 
and the air in your home, radiant floor 
heating is a good option for people with 
allergies or those who suffer from dry 
noses during the wintertime. It’s safe for 
pets, children, and elderly family members. 
This form of heating is easy to use and can 
be turned on or off with a simple switch. 
Thermostats make it easy to measure the 
temperature in your home so you can 
adjust as needed.
• Space-saving: With radiant floor heating, 
you won’t need to worry about bulky 
heaters, radiators, or mess from fireplaces. 
Since this form of heating is embedded 
into the floor or comes from small panels 
or registers, it doesn’t take up much space 
in the home. You also won’t need to deal 
with issues like annual chimney cleanings, 
messy soot, or a possible house fire like 
you might from a fireplace.
• Easy installation and maintenance: 
Radiant heating systems are easy to install 
and will work with most floor coverings 
like tile, concrete, and many other materi-
als. Hydronic heating pipes are leak-free, 
and electrical systems use cables or wires 
embedded into the floor, so there are no 
worries about keeping them in good 
condition. And, maintaining this home 
heating system is easy and not very costly, 
making it a very smart option for home-
owners. Be sure to acquire all the equip-
ment you will need; some is shown here.
• Long lifespan: Typical HVAC systems 
require regular maintenance and have a lot 
of moving parts to remain operational. 
However, radiant heat distribution is less 
complex, which means it has quite an 
impressive lifespan. If the system is 
installed correctly, it can last for decades 
with very few issues, if any.

Maintenance for Radiant Floor Heating
Of course, proper maintenance will 

help to protect your investment. Here is 
some more information about maintain-
ing your radiant floor heating system.

What’s required: There are some key 
things to consider when maintaining your 
radiant heating system, including:
• Pressure check: An annual pressure 
check is recommended if you have 
hydronic heating to ensure that the pipes 
are in good condition. If a leak or breach is 
present, it can make your heat less efficient 
and may waste energy and money.
• Cleaning: The pump, pressure tank, and 
boiler should be cleaned as often as 
possible to ensure that everything is 
working properly. A clogged or dirty pump 
can make the system work harder, 
increasing energy costs. This simple 
cleaning can be done by most HVAC 
professionals.
• Condition of pumps and valves: All parts, 
including pumps and valves, should be 
inspected regularly to ensure that each 
piece is in good working order. If a part is 
broken or worn out, they’re typically 
inexpensive and easy to replace. The 
sooner you notice a problem with the 
valves or pump, the better.
• Type of floor: Depending on the type of 
flooring and system you have, most radiant 
heating is self-operational, and your floors 
won’t need much additional attention. In 
fact, once electrical radiant heating is 
installed, all you need to worry about is 
making sure that the thermostat is 
working correctly to keep your home and 
your floors nice and warm, you will need 
the help of a handyman for a secure 
installation.

Don’t neglect it: Although radiant 
heating systems are low maintenance, 
you should always contact a trusted 
professional if you notice an issue. If your 
home is struggling to keep warm or the 
floors feel cold to the touch when the 
heat is on, you may need a service call 
to troubleshoot the problem. It could be 
related to the electrical wiring connec-
tion, an issue with the boiler or pump, or 
a problem with the pipes or tubing if you 
have an in-floor hydronic system.

Basic maintenance: Ensure that your 
home’s thermostat is working properly 
and that your boiler and pump are in 
good condition. Listen for any unusual 
noises which could indicate a problem 
with a leaky pipe or an issue with the 

pressure valve. Test your system before 
winter arrives so you can pinpoint any 
issues and catch them early so your 
home will stay warm during the colder 
months of the year. Keep the boiler clean 
and clear of dirt and debris to keep your 
system running optimally.

Inspection: Just like any other home 
heating or cooling system, an annual 
inspection is highly recommended. This 
will ensure that everything is working as 
it should be, and it will help to keep your 
radiant floor heating in great shape for 
many years to come.

Newest Technology: Radiant Floor 
Cooling

Radiant floors are often only used for 
heating. We are just now starting to see 
some used for cooling, but this tends to 
only occur in office buildings where work-
ers wear shoes. Radiant cooling floors 
are less popular among homeowners 
because home occupants don’t want to 
walk on cold floors when radiant ceiling 
panels can be used to cool the environ-
ment instead.

The reason that radiant cooling is a rela-
tively new technology is that we had to 
get to a point where we could control the 
temperature of the water within panels or 
floors to keep it from dropping below the 
environment’s dew point temperature, 
which is the point when condensation 
forms. For the longest time, no one could 
monitor the dew point, so radiant cooling 
was never possible.

Saul De Los Santos from Messana 
Hydronic Technologies mentions that 
through the use of our Messana mSense 
room comfort sensors, Messana can mea-
sure the room’s relative humidity and fig-
ure out the dew point temperature. From 
there, Messana mControls can regulate 
the system to ensure that the tempera-
ture of the water within the panels never 
falls below the dew-point. Additionally, if 
one of our Air Treatment Units is used, we 
can dehumidify the environment to lower 
the dew-point temperature, increasing 
the cooling capacity of our panels!

There are circumstances that you 
should put a priority on when picking the 
most suitable floors for your home. The 
value of each one differs depending on 
the place/area you wish to create. For wet 
sections (e.g. bathrooms and laundry), 
you need floors that are non-slip, low-
maintenance, and secure to walk on. For 
the living room, convenience is the prior-
ity. For hallways, smoothness of travel and 
ergonomics are important.

As you can see, choosing a radiant floor 
heating system is a smart investment. 
Thanks to its ease of use, safety, and en-
ergy efficiency, more homeowners choose 
this option over other methods including 
forced air. With minimal maintenance, 
you can enjoy a toasty warm home all 
winter long with minimal worry. This type 
of heating is also an excellent option for 
bathrooms so that you can enjoy a com-
fortable temperature and warm floors. 
No matter where you choose to install it, 
choosing a radiant floor heating system 
is a smart way to maintain a comfortable 
temperature inside your house through-
out the cold winter months. 

Lopez is a member of the Porch Content 
marketing department and loves sharing 
tips and advice to make every DIY project as 
easy and as much fun as possible. 

Reprinted with permission. Original 
article is at https://porch.com/advice/
everything-need-know-radiant-floor-
heating. 

Radiant heat tubing (Flickr/Todd Lappin)
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After considerable supply chain 
delays, Glens Falls, NY, is close to going 
live with its vertical farm pilot project at 
22 Ridge Street. The project is funded 
in part through a $96,700 grant from 
Empire State Development’s Smart Cities 
Innovation Partnership, with partnership 
support from the New York city-based 
Re-Nuble company. The grant supplied 
50% of the cost, with the city and other 
partners putting in the remainder. Build-
ing owner Brian Bronzino offered the 
space at no charge for the duration of the 
pilot project.

Essentially a box within a box, the farm 
unit consists of a 20-by-24-by-10 foot 
plastic-walled cube, built inside a large 
third story room in an old downtown 
building. Inside the cube are racks on 
rolling tracks containing grow trays and 
energy-efficent LED lights. The configura-
tion helps keep the box as compact as 
possible, thereby saving energy. The cube 
will be heated and cooled by a Daikin 
two-ton heat pump installed on the roof 
of the building. A Vert-Air air handling sys-
tem that provides circulation is designed 
into the grow racks, which also deliver 
and recirculate organic hydroponic nutri-
ents. The growing medium is fully com-
postable. Once the reverse-osmosis unit is 
installed to purify the water, the project is 
ready to go. Director of Economic Devel-
opment Jeff Flagg expressed hope that it 
would start up in February.

Currently the plan is for the farm to be 
as automated as possible. National Grid 
has been helpful in providing the capacity 
for remote monitoring and sensing, which 
should help keep manual labor to a mini-

mum. Originally,  project planners hoped 
to create jobs in what was expected to be 
a depressed post-pandemic labor market. 
But the realities of tight labor supply may 
end up fitting well with the realities of 
indoor vertical farming. Sheltered from 
pests and adverse weather, the plants 
should grow contentedly without much 
need for care. The racks will be planted 
and harvested on a six week cycle. In any 
one week, one rack should be planted 
and one should be ready for harvest with 
two-thirds of the plants requiring little or 
no care.

Flagg emphasizes that this is a pilot 
project, as does Re-Nuble in the articles 
on its website. The goal is to create a tem-
plate, Flagg said, “a reasonably replicable 
model that identifies pain 
points and opportunities 
that can be replicated in any 
community.”

A “pain point“ for the Glens 
Falls project is the third story 
location, which necessitates 
venting the heat pump 
through the roof. Opportuni-
ties? The space was vacant, 
centrally located, and free. 
There are many  empty 
industrial spaces in the 
northeast that might profit-
ably host box-within-a-box 
vertical farms.

Part of the pilot project 
is to figure out what makes 
sense in terms of delivering 
the produce. The avoided 
carbon footprint of not 
trucking in lettuce from 
California should not be 

squandered by delivering in too wide a 
radius. Flagg hopes to figure out what 
distance makes sense. Is Lake George 
(11 miles) too far away? Is Saratoga (32 
miles)? Should those municipalities have 
their own vertical farms? As for hyperlocal 
delivery, bikes or electric robots similar 
to the small delivery units that have been 
operating on campuses like Flagg’s alma 
mater, Bowling Green University, might be 
employed.

Flagg emphasizes that these decisions 
are not his to make. Glens Falls is not go-
ing into the farming business. Once the 
pilot project is tested for and the tem-
plate developed, it’s time for commercial 
entities to dive in and make their own 
decisions.

The farm units are heated and cooled by a Daikin two-ton heat pump 
installed on the roof of the building. (Courtesy photo)

Top: Construction of the outside box. Middle: Inside 
the box are racks on rolling tracks containing growing 
trays. Bottom: The farm is a plastic-walled cube, built 
inside a large third story room on an old downtown 
building. (Photos: Sustainable PR)
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of every possible pollution-fighting new 
technology one can. Geothermal energy 
and a high-performance envelope surely 
help when one is trying to hide the new 
stuff behind the beautiful old stuff – no 
big condensing heat exchangers outside 
or on the roof; inside, only small heat 
pump heads where necessary.

The lower level and first floors are 
fully ADA-compliant. All showers are 
completely enclosed, with an included 
changing stall. Special attention was 
given to making all rooms convenient and 
easy to navigate; space-saving furniture 
was chosen to preserve the feeling of 
spaciousness.

Champlain College has done all this 
even as it adds “carbon neutrality” to its 
goals! As one contemplates joining in 
such a pursuit of more responsible opera-

tions and examines the 
opportunities taken by 
CC (www.bit.ly/ccollege-
sustain), one might well 
feel overwhelmed at 
the magnitude of their 
accomplishments. But 
that’s not how they began! 
Taking that first step, then 
leveraging that success 
into further steps, gets one 
going down the path to 
someday recapturing the 
climate and environment 
we took for granted for too 
long.

The Whitchurches 
drive only EVs which also 
serve to back up their 
ownerdesigned net-zero+ 
Passive House (www.bit.do/
phc-vtbiz2), and are Board 
members of www.VTPH.org. 

See also: www.bit.do/mdx-mec-bldg and 
www.bit.ly/get-w-build. 

Glens Falls Vertical Farm – Cont’d from p. 29
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“We track every BTU in every building.” – 
Nic Anderson, Sr. Director of Operations and 
Campus Planning, Champlain College

When is a better time to inculcate 
young adults with socially responsible 
values than while they’re in school? 
Regardless of age or education level, 
why not provide them with examples of 
good moral principles in action, a living 
environment where those principles are 
embedded all around them all day long, 
and surroundings that showcase the prac-
tices and technology that enable sustain-
able living?

This article was triggered by Champlain 
College’s (CC) recent ribbon-cutting for 
McDonald Hall (www.bit.ly/vbm-mc-
donald), a deep energy retrofit of a 19th 
Century mansion-turned-dormitory for 
first-year students. Unless one has done it 
before, such an ambitious project as this 
might seem daunting. But CC has done it 
before at Perry Hall (www.bit.ly/ln-perry-
hall) and with these same partners as 
below.

We share with you here the various 
companies and professionals who made 
this happen – even in the face of COVID, 
supply chain delays, and inflation pres-
sures – and who have done it before for 
other clients. As CC well knows, once 
accomplished, this climate-friendly, 
low-pollution, healthful and cost-saving 
approach is easily replicated.

Setting the goals – specific metrics 
for energy loads, indoor air quality (IAQ) 
and comfort, while figuring out how to 
accomplish those goals within the restric-
tions of historic preservation requires-
some fancy footwork in the design stage. 
Having an experienced architectural firm 
such as Colin Lindberg is very helpful. In 
turn, Lindberg has established relation-
ships with several firms to form the team 
for this project.

In order to reduce the sizes, costs and 
energy needs of the heating and cooling 
equipment, they first addressed air tight-
ness and insulation of the envelope: the 
outside walls, basement and roof. Where 
necessary, they dug down as far as 12 feet 
around the foundation to install foam 
board and to air-seal those “ancient” walls. 
They removed the top floor’s ceilings, and 
foamed and sealed the underside of the 
roof. They drilled holes in all of the win-
dow and door jambs and foamed those, 
while upgrading the windows them-
selves. All other penetrations (chimneys, 
etc.) were carefully addressed separately. 
This work made controlling the interior 

temperatures and IAQ a far less costly 
endeavor, and moisture control was easily 
piggybacked in the same mechanicals.

This is now a fossil fuel-free building, 
and the “natural gas” lines have all been 
recycled! 

Twelve years ago, CC drilled a number 
of 800-foot geothermal wells near the 
aforementioned Perry Hall. McDonald is 
the eighth building to tap into that re-
source for extremely efficient heating and 
cooling. The year-round 50-degree water 
flows through a large heat exchanger 
where coolant from the three Daikin heat 
pump condensers either sheds or picks 
up heat, as needed (www.bit.ly/daikin-
w2a). The coolant is then pumped to the 
19 heat pump heads located throughout 
the building.

The improved envelope and state-of-
the-art HVAC permit vertical zoning of 
the living spaces so that the microclimate 
around the building – instantaneous solar 
heating, shading from trees and other 
buildings – can be counterbalanced. 
For example, in the “shoulder” seasons 
the south side can be cooled as the sun 
strikes it, while the shaded side is still be-
ing warmed. This flexibility provides finely 
tuned temperatures. Each room has a 
thermostat which can be adjusted within 
set limits.

IAQ is handled separately by an energy 
recovery ventilator (ERV: e.g., www.bit.

ly/tempeff-ex). 
This unit removes 
stale inside air 
(including bath-
room fans) and 
replaces it with 
highly-filtered 
“fresh” outside 
air. At the same 
time, it tempers 
the incoming air 
with the heating 
or cooling which 
has already been 
invested in the 
stale air. Thus, it provides savings over 
simple exhaust fan ventilation or tradi-
tional leaky building “breathing.”

Speaking of not throwing away hard-
earned heat, the sink and shower drains 
all exit the building through drain water 
heat recovery piping, in which the final 
drainpipe is wrapped with a coil of incom-
ing service water so that it pre-heats it a 
bit before it enters the hot water tanks. 
There are three 80-gallon Rheem Proterra 
air-source heat pump (ASHP) hot water 
tanks within the utility room, where some 
waste heat of the other systems can be 
put to good use.

Of course, maintaining the historical 
visual integrity of a landmark building 
like this requires compromises, and this 
isall the more reason to take advantage 

“After” photos of McDonald Hall, now a fossil-fuel-free, super-efficient dormitory. 
Note the carriage entrance at right. (Photos: Whitchurch)

Could this spread in the region? Should 
it? Hydroponics are controversial within 
some parts of the organic and regenera-
tive farming community, but there is no 
doubt that with care, growing indoors can 
save shipping costs, both to the consumer 
and the environment. Especially on the 
east coast, a continent away from the 
source of most winter salad greens grown 
in this country, projects like this may have 
strong economic and environmental 
benefits. The model of constructing grow 
boxes within disused space has some 
strong carbon footprint benefits as well. 
All in all, a project to keep an eye on, as 
hopefully the grow lights switch on in a 
few weeks.

Jessie Haas lives in an off-grid cabin in 
southern Vermont with husband and fellow 
G.E.T. contributor Michael J. Daley. She’s 
the author of over 40 books, including the 
Bramble and Maggie series.

Links: Glens Falls, NY - Official Website 
| Official Website: cityofglensfalls.com; 
Projects – Re-Nuble: https://bit.ly/Re-Nuble-
projects. 

Barbara Whitchurch
Agrivoltaics is the prac-

tice of co-locating crops 
and solar installations to 
raise food, pollinator flow-
ers or livestock while gen-
erating renewable energy. 
This practice can reduce 
costs, increase yields, and 
generate extra income for 
farmers.

As we customarily do, 
my husband Greg and I 
tried to go our separate 
ways during last fall’s an-
nual Renewable Energy 
Vermont conference, so 
that we could attend as 
many workshops as pos-
sible. (More about the 
conference below.) But we 
both were intrigued by the 
agrivoltaic workshop titled, 
“The Role of Solar Power in 
Enhancing Biodiversity and 
Farm Viability in Vermont.” 

Moderator Ethan Winter, of the Ameri-
can Farmland Trust (www.FarmLand.org/), 
introduced the panelists:

Shannon Scarborough of Greenbacker 
Capital (www.GreenBackerCapital.com/), 
the leading U.S. developer of a nation-
wide pollinator/agri-solar funding and 
operations clearinghouse. Their $2 billion 
investment has funded 52 projects in Ver-
mont. During their site assessments, they 
consult with local experts and profes-
sional botanists to prepare the vegetative 
cover for each site. It should be noted that 
the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) includes 
incentives for such dual use: about $400 
billion in grants and tax deductions.

Amber Lessard of Encore Renewable 
Energy (www.EncoreRenewableEnergy.
com/). Amber explained how Encore 
focuses on reclaiming undervalued land 
through pollinator projects and grazing. 
A farmer who needs a reliable source of 
income from part of his or her land could 
contract with a solar installer to put up a 
large solar array there. The farmer would 
then plant low-growing plants beneath 
the solar array and could then periodically 
bring her sheep or goats to the site of 
the solar array to graze around the solar 
panels (www.bit.ly/get-bee-1).

According to Lexie Hain, co-founder of 

the American Solar Grazing Association 
(ASGA) (www.SolarGrazing.org/), grazing 
is cheaper than mowing, often costing 
30% less than traditional landscape main-
tenance. Or a contract could be made 
with the ASGA, who will keep vegetation 
below the solar panels by bringing ani-
mals to the site. (Interestingly, sheep love 
to eat poison parsnips, an annoying weed 
that can cause rashes more painful than 
poison ivy.) Three examples of such proj-
ects in Vermont are Nava Solar in Royal-
ton, South Street Solar in Middlebury, and 
St. Michael’s College in Colchester (www.
bit.ly/get-agri-sheep with help from www.
AgrivoltaicSolutions.com/).

These projects generate improved soil 
quality (manure) and increased yields. 
However, not all plants thrive while shar-
ing space with solar panels. Potatoes, 
wheat, cucumbers, and lettuce do not do 
well, but tomatoes often thrive. A research 
paper published by the National Renew-
able Energy Laboratory last August sur-
veyed agrivoltaic research across America. 
It noted that, on average, tomato yields 
doubled compared to non-agrivoltaic 
sites (www.bit.ly/pv-tomatoes).

Next, we heard from Patrick Kitchen, a 
representative of the nonprofit Bee the 
Change (www.BeeTheChange.earth), 

which began spon-
soring pollinator 
projects in Vermont 
seven years ago. 
(Pollinators enable 
the growth and 
diversity of 90% of 
our flowering plants, 
which supply us 
with B vitamins and 
micronutrients from 
fruits, berries, and 
vegetables.) They 
have worked with 
American Meadows, 
a Vermont-based 
seed company, to 
adapt 30 solar fields 
in VT, CT and Maine 
by creating pollina-
tor fields around 
solar installations.

Bee the Change 
has measured a 
ten-fold increase 
in pollinating 

insects since the start of their project in 
Ferrisburgh, VT (www.bit.ly/get-bee-2). 
They also collaborate with Green Lantern 
Capital, Green Mountain Power, Pollinator 
Pathways, and Aegis Renewable Energy 
to create solar fields from leased land. 
Mike Kiernan of Bee the Change said, “Our 
dream is to create the equivalent of every 
household in Vermont…having a 10 foot 
by 10-foot pollinator garden.” 

According to the IPCC paper on climate 
change of June 2021, climate change and 
biodiversity loss are occurring at a much 
faster rate than scientists had previously 
predicted. Agrivoltaics that utilize pol-
linator gardens have been successful in 
Vermont and other states in increasing 
the diversity of pollinators (www.bit.ly/
get-bee-3).

If any of this information piques your 
interest, consider contacting Bee the 
Change, the ASGA, or Encore Renewable 
Energy about enhancing your town’s or 
your own solar installation with agrivol-
taics using animals or pollinators. Other 
news about agrivoltaics can be found 
at www.bit.ly/ct-agri-ira-1, www.bit.ly/
ct-agri-1, www.bit.ly/tr-agri-pv (from MIT), 
and www.bit.ly/ct-agri-nrel (from NREL), 
and www.bit.ly/pvm-fr-agri (France and 
vertical panels).

Foliage mowers at a solar PV facility. (American Solar 
Grazing Association)

Bee-friendly pollen bearers. (Bee the Change)

The annual Renewable Energy VT Con-
ference (REV) is THE place to go for home-
owners and professionals to see the latest 
techniques, engineering, machinery, 
systems, and political information/news. 
Visit www.REVermont.org/our-work/
annual-conference/ for a recap of this 
year’s event. Speakers from far away offer 
global perspectives, while our regional 
political leaders, utility and power execu-
tives, machinery and service vendors from 
the U.S. and Canada speak to our more 
local needs and opportunities. A glance 
at the agenda reveals that every aspect of 
renewable energy is covered.

Barbara Whitchurch is a freelance writer 
and climate activist who owns an EV 
and an owner-designed Passive House in 
Middlesex, Vermont. 

Can Large and Wild-raised Herbivores Help Slow Climate Change?
George Harvey

In December, Mongabay ran a very 
interesting article on large herbivores and 
their effects on land and climate change, 
“Counterintuitive: Large wild herbivores 
may help slow climate change” (https://
bit.ly/mb-herbivores). The article is based 
on peer-reviewed science that shows how 
such big animals as elephants, wilde-
beests, and reindeer can  have a number 
of positive effects on climate change, de-
spite reputations to the contrary. In fact, 
the article points out, there are species 
that depend on large herbivores for seed 
dispersal. If we lose elephants, we lose 
some species of trees with them. 

A possible lesson is that before we in-
tuitively decide how nature should work, 
it behooves us to understand how nature 
does work. In the absence of such knowl-
edge, we are sure to get it badly wrong.

We might ask why this only applies to 
large wild herbivores, and large domes-
ticated animals. Why would wildebeests 
be good and cattle be bad? In fact, why 
would domestic cattle be bad, but not 
wild cattle? The question is not new. The 
book, Cows Save the Planet, was published 
in 2013. 

Polyface Farm, in Virginia’s Shenan-
doah Valley, provides a practical example 
of a different paradigm. It is run by a 
somewhat controversial farmer named 

Joel Salatin. We note that he has 
been accused of all sorts of things, 
from racism, which he denies, to being a 
lunatic, which he admits freely – he even 
wrote a book about it, The Sheer Ecstasy 

of Being a Lunatic 
Farmer. He has said 
a few things about 
science that we 
can’t agree with, but 
none of that is really 
important. The issue 
here is what we can 
learn from his farm-
ing model.

The model was 
built over time. When 
Salatin’s parents 
bought the property 
at Polyface Farm, it 

was in bad shape. Salatin remembers that 
the soil was in such bad condition when 
he was a child that he could walk all over 

the farm without once setting foot on 
vegetation. In some places there wasn’t 
any soil, and the surface of the land was 
just rock. 

Salatin’s parents were very interested in 
land restoration, guided by Organic Gar-
dening and Farming Magazine. His father 
began developing a system of moving the 
cattle on a regular basis. At first, they were 
moved every few weeks. Later, it came to 
be every fourth day. 

In time, new types of electric fencing 
made it possible to move cattle daily. The 
herd is kept in a small area, where it eats 
the grass down to a few inches tall. The 
herd is moved to fresh, tall grass each day 
by putting up a new, temporary fence and 
opening a gate they can go through. In 
videos of cattle moving to fresh pasture, 
it is clearly an event they anticipate. All 
Salatin must do is open the gate; the cows 
don’t need to be guided.

Salatin has developed different kinds of 
enclosures for chickens, built on skids, so 
they can be moved easily. An eggmobile 
has the laying hens’ nests in it. The chick-
ens are moved into the area where the 
cows were about four days after the cows 
left. The four days gives larvae a chance to 
grow in the manure, and as the chickens 
scratch them out, they break up the ma-
nure and spread it.

Other animals have 

The eggmobile has nests in it. (Jessica Reede, 
CC-BY-SA 2.0. https://bit.ly/eggmobile). Inset: 
Beef cattle at Polyface Farm. (Brian Johnson 
& Dane Kantner, CC-BY-SA 2.0, bit.ly/share-
alike-2)

Cont’d on p.39

Building & Energy Efficiency     Sustainable Agriculture WWW.GREENENERGYTIMES.ORG   518.222.6567  February 2023   3534   February 2023  WWW.GREENENERGYTIMES.ORG     518.222.6567

• Maximum Energy  
   Efficiency
• Affordability and  
   Comfort
• High Performance 
• Quality and  
   Lasting Beauty

for

Old windows and sashes made better 
than new with our innovative system

Retrofit  Existing
Windows

Benefits of Passive House 
• Best Path to NetZero  
• Airtightness  
• Resilient and Sustainable 
• Thermal Bridge-Free  
• Continuous  Insulation 
• Best Path Affordable Housing 
• Low Cooling / Heating  Energy
• Solar Orientation & Shading
• Healthy IAQ HRV Ventilation
• High Performance Windows

Elm Place, Milton Vt (Carolyn Bates)

*non-profit organization

 Homeowners, Designers anD Developers

Visit VTPH.org • 802-223-2416 
Info • Find Professionals • Get Involved!

©passivehouseaccelorator.com (NASA)

https://agrivoltaicsolutions.com
http://https://beethechange.earth
http://www.greenenergytimes.org
http://www.greenenergytimes.org
http://OpenSash.com
http://VTPH.org
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