Fund helps farmer go green
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Ted Shelegy, owner of Shelegy Organics near Scotland, Ontario leads a tour of the new solar power panel installed in an organic soy bean field with financing through the Sand Plains Community Development Fund.MICHAEL-ALLAN MARION/BRANTFORD EXPOSITOR/QMI AGENCY
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SCOTLAND -Thanks to a new solar panel unit erected in his soybean field, organic grower Ted Shelegy is plugged into a new revenue source that fits his green perspective about agriculture and sustainable rural life.

The owner of Shelegy Organics, west of Scotland, Shelegy was all smiles Wednesday as he led an entourage of farm leaders and politicians through field of robust organic soybeans to the giant panel dominating the horizon.
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"This will reduce my carbon footprint," Shelegy remarked in greenspeak to listeners about his ability to undertake environmentally sensitive energy production to feed into the Ontario power grid, while gaining a return on investment that keeps his farming operation stable. 

"We have to find different ways of doing things. Consider the disaster in the Gulf of Mexico and all the environmental damage it has caused from relying on fossil fuels to produce energy," the former Burford-area councillor and Green Party candidate p>"How much longer can we go as a society and civilization while despoiling nature? We're supposed to be the smartest species of all, yet we do the dumbest of things."

The technology that Shelegy was showing off is a solar tracking panel built by Powerhouse Solar of Stratford. Different from a stationary panel, this model moves throughout the day in lock step with the sun to accumulate solar energy efficiently.

On a clear day, it can over a 10-hour period produce an average of nearly 10 kilowatts -enough power to supply the daily electricity needs of an average small house. The energy is fed through a line to the power grid and logged by a meter with the Ontario Power Authority and sold to Hydro One.

Powerhouse Solar installs the units on the properties of customers for $100,000 apiece. Shelegy's unit was 100% financed through a "patient capital" loan from the Sand Plains Community Development Fund.

The loan has an eight-to nine-year repayment provision, while the unit has a projected revenue of $13,500 to $14,500 per year. Once the loan is repaid, Shelegy will realize a reliable return on investment.

The panel towering above Shelegyy's head is one of four that he plans to build on all his collection of small farms in the area.

"Coming from a farming background, I could see a real niche for this product in the fields," James Jantzi, vice-president of Powerhouse Solar, told the gathering.

"Farmers need extra income. With this product they can continue to do what they're best at -growing -while we can come in and provide support."

The company is setting up a network of tracking models which it says generate 30% to 40% more energy than fixed panel models.

The Sand Plains Community Development Fund was established under the federal government's tobacco transition program, which provided $285 million to buy out the quota of tobacco growers, and $15 million to finance economic and community-based initiatives in a five-county region including Brant, Norfolk, Oxford, Elgin and Middlesex counties.

"This project is a locally-driven green initiative which can be used as a pilot project from which other organic farmers in the region can learn," said Brant MP Phil McColeman.

"Solar electricity produced by the panels will be sold to Hydro One in the Scotland area, helping Ted to diversify and stabilize his farm income."

Brant County Mayor Ron Eddy, a member of the Sand Plains Fund steering committee, said the project is a good example of the fund's intent to foster entrepreneurship in the region by increasing the ability of patient capital for small business startups and expansions in priority sectors.

As of June, said Eddy, the fund has made nearly $3.3 million in loans to 19 businesses.

The loans are administered by local community futures organizations across the Sand Plains region -in Shelegy's case by Enterprise Brant.

"The payments on the loans are held in a segregated fund that become a revolving loan pool to be used again and again to make loans to other enter- prises," he said.

"These funds become a long-term asset in the Sand Plains Region."

Eddy said the program is looking for projects in six priority sectors: agribusiness and agri-food, tourism, green products, renewable energy, food processing and manufacturing.
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