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OBERLIN — Residents in Oberlin are forming the county’s first solar energy cooperative in an effort to
pool resources and knowledge while getting discounts on installation costs for solar energy systems.

The Oberlin People’s Energy Cooperative and Ohio Solar United Neighborhoods (OH SUN), a project of
the Community Power Network, are looking for members to join the Lorain County Solar Co-op.

An informational meeting on the co-op will be 6:30 p.m. Wednesday in the Community Room of the
Oberlin Public Library, 65 S. Main St.

The Community Power Network is a grassroots group of local, state and national organizations working
to build and promote locally based renewable energy projects and policies.

It has helped more than 1,000 homeowners in Washington, D.C., Maryland, Virginia and West Virginia
go solar through community-based solar co-ops.

Luke Sulfridge, OH SUN program director, said when residents form co-ops, they are usually able to
save about 20 percent on installation costs which can range from $8,000 to $15,000 to install
3-kilowatt to 5-kilowatt systems on the average home.

Sulfridge said an uncovered, southern-facing home is the most ideal set up for a solar system, although
there are options for any home.

Energy co-ops help people decide what kind of solar power system will work best for their home, while
also undertaking the competitive bidding process for the group of residents to keep installation costs
low.

Co-ops also help people navigate myriad bureaucratic hurdles each community might have when it
comes to building or installing solar energy systems.

“We work with co-op members and partner with people to make informed decisions,” Sulfridge said.

Sulfridge said many solar systems will generate more than half the power a home needs, although
some homeowners actually design homes specifically to accommodate a solar energy system, or take
other steps to reduce consumption, which allows them to rely on solar energy for 100 percent of their
energy needs.

Carl McDaniel, chair of the Oberlin People’s Energy Cooperative, is one of the people whose home is
powered entirely by solar energy.
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McDaniel’s home actually produces more energy than is used on an annual basis with the surplus
energy being pumped back into the power grid.

McDaniel, a 1964 Oberlin College graduate and a biology professor, and his wife, Mary, a retired
teacher, completed construction in 2008 on the solar-powered home known as Trail Magic.

McDaniel said climate change is real and backed up by scientific evidence, despite what some
politicians might say to the contrary. More people need to move away from fossil fuels and reduce
carbon emissions if future generations want a planet to live on, he said.

Compared to the average two-person home, Trail Magic uses 70 percent less electricity, 95 percent less
electricity for lighting, 80 percent less indoor water and 70 percent less hot water. About 50 percent of
the energy needed to heat Trail Magic comes from solar energy, with the rest coming from on site wood.

Of course, McDaniel said along with generating solar power, one must also take other actions to
conserve power like turning off lights, using less water and properly insulating the home.

McDaniel said his home uses about 3,000 kilowatt hours annually for all energy needs, and if they used
solar entirely for heating needs, that number would jump to about 4,000.

The average home in Oberlin uses about 9,000 hours, he said, which doesn’t account for heating, air
conditioning or hot water.

But McDaniel said his home is not what is important: getting people involved in solar energy co-ops is.
He said people need to know solar energy works, and it is possible to generate solar power in cloudy
Ohio.

McDaniel said partnering with OH SUN is exciting because the group will come to Lorain County with all
the knowledge about solar energy and installation processes. This will make it very easy for residents
throughout the county to get on board with solar energy while networking with others through the co-op.

“The only thing there is to say is that it works in northern Ohio,” McDaniel said. “You can run your house
on solar energy.”
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This story has been edited to reflect the following correction: The systems installed are 3- to 5-kilowatt
systems. The amount stated was incorrect.
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