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E dmon ton

What if you could harness the sun’s 
rays to heat and light your home?

The house Gordon Howell lives in 
is proof that it can be done.

Howell, an electrical engineer 
with Howell-Mayhew Engineering, 
specializes in the design and devel-
opment of solar electric systems — 
technology that generates electricity 
from the sun.

More than 15 years ago, Howell put 
such a system on the roof of his 1986 
duplex, where he lives and works.

The photovoltaic modules act as a 
mini power plant. Any electricity he 
doesn’t use goes into the grid and 
finds its way into the homes of his 
neighbours. On cloudy days or at 
night, Howell draws from the grid.

He also gets a break on his util-
ity bills. Under the Alberta govern-
ment’s micro-generation regulation, 
Albertans who generate their own 
environmentally friendly electricity 
receive a credit for any surplus power 
they send into the electricity grid.

These days Howell is one of solar 
energy’s biggest crusaders. He has 
worked with the Alberta govern-
ment, the electric industry, the 
Alberta Utilities Commission and 
homebuilders to bring solar elec-
tricity into the mainstream.

“I’ve been working … to open the 
door so that anybody can do this 
very, very simply,” he says. “That’s 
my goal.”

Last year the City of Edmonton 
picked up on the growing interest in 
solar electricity by offering rebates to 
homes and businesses that installed 
photovoltaic systems.

The pilot project gave single-family 
homeowners up to $9,000 and busi-
nesses up to $18,000 toward the cost 
of installing solar modules. The city 
said rebates would vary depending 
on the capacity of the system in-
stalled.

The one-month program was so 
popular the handful of grants were 
snapped up in no time. The city ap-
proved 21 grants to homeowners 

and six to businesses.
Program officials estimate that par-

ticipants will reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by 79.1 tonnes and save 
all participants more than $10,000 
a year on their electricity bills.

Howell paid $40,000 to put solar 
on his house. But it would be a lot 
less today, he says.

“We can do it for 
about $15,000 
now. The cost of 
retrofitting a house 
with a solar electric 
system isn’t that 
much more expen-
sive than the cost 
for a new house be-
cause it’s just sitting 
on the roof and it’s a bunch of wires 
feeding the breaker panels.”

Les Wold is co-owner of Effect 
Home Builders, a company respon-
sible for some of the most energy-
efficient homes in the province.

He and his partners, Dale Rott and 
Dave Brettelle, are building three net-

zero houses — homes that produce 
as much energy as they consume in 
a one-year period — in Edmonton’s 
Belgravia neighbourhood.

The super-insulated structures will 
have most of their electricity needs 
met by the sun. Photovoltaic systems 
on the roofs of all three homes will 
run the heating systems, power the 
lights and appliances, and heat the 
water tanks. On days when there’s 
not enough sun, they’ll get their elec-
tricity from the grid.

Rott says the solar systems on each 
of the Belgravia homes cost about 
$40,000.

But as more people get into it, the 
builders are convinced costs will go 
down. In the meantime, Wold says 
homeowners can start small and 
add to their systems when they can 
afford it.

“If it doesn’t fit in their budget 
at this time to put on the solar, we 
just put conduits in and make sure 
that the house is future-ready,” says 
Wold. “And when the price of photo-

voltaics drop or their budget is right 
for them, then they just come and 
add them in and there’s no mess in 
the house and you’re not breaking 
through drywall or anything. You 
just drop it through the conduits.”

Howell was Effect’s go-to guy for 
the solar electric systems on the net-
zero houses.

He says the south-facing dwellings 
with their rooftop solar modules an-
gled to maximize the sun’s rays take 
house design in a new direction.

“The solar electric system in my 
view adds to the character of the 
house,” Howell says. “I think they’ll 
look gorgeous. We need a solar ar-
chitecture in our climate and I think 
these are three great examples of 
how companies are moving toward 
something like that.”

For Wold and his partners, build-
ing houses that use renewable en-
ergy sources reflects their personal 
commitment to a cleaner, healthier 
world.

“All three of us have little children, 

families, and if more people are do-
ing this then there’s less of a demand 
on the energy,” says Wold.

Brettelle agrees.
“In the scheme of the world, using 

less energy in our home, which is one 
of the largest producers of carbon, is 
very important to us,” he says.

“We have a passion to always prog-
ress the houses to a better level and 
it’s a challenge for us to get them 
energy efficient and healthier for the 
people that live in them.”

That kind of talk makes Howell a 
happy man.

“Coal, oil, gas and nuclear are not 
sustainable in life,” Howell says. “So-
lar energy, solar electricity in particu-
lar, seems to be the only electricity 
source in which every class of society 
has access and can use it.

“It can go from as little as one solar 
module to residential sizes to com-
mercial sizes to municipal size to 
community league size to industrial 
size. … It’s the only technology that 
touches everybody in society.”

Sustainable sun able to give energy to all
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Effect Home Builders’ employees — from left, Les Wold, Dale Rott and Dave Brettelle — build some of the most energy-efficient homes in Alberta.

Engineer added solar 
project to own home

more than 15 years ago


