
Going Solar Makes $ense

for Black River Produce

“The cheapest watt is the watt

you don’t use.” –Mark Curran

Visit PrudentLiving.com/solar for additional information.



Mark Curran of Black River Produce is in the 
foreground of our cover photo this issue. Mark is the 
mind behind the solar installation at the company’s 
headquarters in Springfield, Vermont. The project 
represents the largest private solar installation in 
the state, and it also represents a smart business 
investment.

“To go head-to-head with our competitors, we need to 
do all we can to lower our costs,” Mark says, “Energy 
is one of our major expenses. Reducing those costs 
makes us more competitive in today’s marketplace.”

In the background of the photo you can see the results 
of that smart business decision. Prudent Living was 
contracted to install 1,495 solar panels on the roof of 
their warehouse and garage, which will easily produce 

more than a megawatt a day during sunny months 
(enough to power 800-1,000 homes), saving the 
company as much as 50 percent on utility costs.

The addition of their new solar system is just one of 
several ways Black River Produce is committed to 
renewable resources. They recently redid their lighting 
and added computer controls to their refrigerators to 
be more efficient, and all of their trucks are powered 
by biodiesel converted from the used vegetable oil at 
the restaurants they deliver to.

Prudent Living is proud to work with a company so 
committed, not just to the use of renewable energy as 
an alternative to fossil fuels, but to the realization of 
how renewable energy can help small businesses stay 
in the economical game.

Mark Curran and Black River Produce
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Going Solar Makes Sense–and Dollars and 
Cents–for Black River Produce 

by Melanie Raskin

“Your success in life isn’t based on your ability to simply change. It is based 
on your ability to change faster than your competition, customers and 
business.” These words by internationally renowned leadership development 
speaker Mark Sanborn perfectly sum up Black River Produce’s strategy. 
This North Springfield, Vermont wholesaler of fresh, organic, and specialty 
produce and products to stores and farmers’ markets for more than thirty 
years is changing. They are positioning themselves against the competition, 
mostly multi-national billion-dollar international food distributors, by 
investing in solar power. “To go head-to-head with our competitors, we 
need to do all we can to lower our costs,” said Black River Produce partner 
Mark Curran. “Energy is one of our major expenses. Reducing those costs 
makes us more competitive in today’s marketplace.”

Last fall, Prudent Living installed nearly fifteen hundred 240-watt solar 
panels to cover Black River’s 62,300 square feet of roof. The $1.3 million 
photovoltaic project is the largest private solar power system in Vermont 
and will generate enough power to save as much as 50 percent of the 
company’s utility bill, which averages $11,000 to $12,000 a month. It was 
the right benefit at the right time, said Curran. “One disadvantage of our 
business is that we’re energy hogs, with a need for reliable refrigeration 
and many diesel delivery trucks,” he explained. “Because of our big carbon 
footprint, we had been looking for a better way to use energy for a long 
time, but the payback was too slow, as much as twenty to thirty years. But, 
this year, with good pricing and tax credits, it was much more feasible.” 

More feasible, more reliable and more impressive. The company is 
collecting a mega-watt of energy a day, enough to power 800 to 1000 
homes. One of the other big selling points to Curran was Prudent Living’s 
innovative approach to ensuring that stellar collection rate: micro inverters. 
“They are way ahead of the curve by using micro inverters instead of chain-
gang inverters,” Curran noted. “Remember the old Christmas tree lights we 
all used to have, when, if one light went out the whole string went out and 
you could never find the problem bulb? Solar is the same. In the old days 
of solar installation, we would have had eight inverters ... and eight possible 
problems. Because of the micro inverter, each solar panel is independent. 
If something doesn’t work, it only affects that one panel; the rest are still 
working and producing power. This saves us money because, before, 
you didn’t know which panel was causing the outage. Now, it’s easier to 
diagnose the problem panel and, best of all, the system is never down.”

A writer since 1982, Chapel Hill, 
NC’s Melanie Raskin has had fun with 
everything from total communications 
campaigns to press releases, newsletters 
to videos, advertising copy to audio 
magazines, brochures to greeting cards. 
Highlights of her career include a week 
with the Hollywood PD on the Sunset 
Strip, riding with a long-distance 
trucker, channeling her inner chicken 
for a commercial radio campaign sell-
ing breakfast bagels and working with 
fitness guru Richard Simmons. She’s 
been the leader of the Triangle Writers 
Group since 1985 and volunteers at 
her church and the Carrboro Farmers’ 
Market. Her hobbies include reading 
about food, shopping for local foods, 
cooking and eating–then talking about 
it afterward!

The solar project was just one of many renewable energy solutions Black River has 
adopted. “The cheapest watt is the watt you don’t use,” Curran pointed out. “We redid 
our lighting to make it more efficient. Our refrigeration system is computer-controlled. 
We power our fleet of trucks with vegetable oil from our restaurants converted to bio-
diesel. And now, we’re investing in ourselves and our environment with solar power. 
Our goal is to get as much local food on the plate as possible. Over 22 percent of our 
sales were locally-raised products from more than 120 Vermont farms. Being socially 
responsible fits our philosophy. It’s a win-win for everybody.” 

And, it’s good business, according to Tim Biebel, Vice-President of Prudent Living. 
The project was a boost to the economy – both the local one and Black River 
Produce’s. Prudent Living employed an additional twenty to twenty-five people for the 
autumn installation. And Black River Produce can look forward to saving money for 
decades to come. “This project brings our company mission statement to life,” Biebel 
stated. “We provide services, strategies, and products to promote a prudent way of 
life. We’re here to help you control what you can and prepare for what you can’t. It’s 
our job to help companies prudently manage their resources and, at the same time, 
become more profitable. While going solar is helpful to the planet, it’s also just plain 
smart business. It helps eliminate overhead: as soon as the system is paid off, it’s one 
less bill to pay–the company keeps more income, which improves the bottom line. It 
reduces reliance on expensive traditional fossil fuels. It saves money because it’s using a 
free source of power, the sun. It frees up cash to hire more people, to innovate systems, 
to develop new products, and to invest back in the company. For many companies, 

Racking and wiring waiting for solar panels.

Black River Produce
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today’s competitive business climate is like walking around wearing a belt that’s too 
tight. Alternative energy solutions loosen the belt a notch, giving businesses more room 
to breathe, more freedom of movement, more options. Going solar is good business 
that starts paying off immediately: the very first utility bill proves the investment.” 

 It’s been said that all great change in America begins at the dinner table. That’s where 
most great American ideas start: from garage businesses like Apple to life-changing 
non-profits like Habitat for Humanity. When people sit and talk, they can resolve 
challenges and create solutions that can make a profound difference. That’s what 
prudence is all about: making a difference to people and business by making right 
choices and preparing for the future. And it works. Evaluation–proof–is important to 
Curran. “I’ll be accumulating data on our savings and preaching to everyone I meet–
our vendors and customers–to go and do likewise. Despite the number of alternative 
energy plants going in, most people are energy-illiterate. This way of converting energy 
is good for business.” 

“We’re excited about alternative energy solutions such as wind, solar, and geothermal 
for commercial enterprises because, in the long run, they save organizations a lot of 
money,” Biebel concluded. “This was a great project for us. We’re delighted by the 
environmental leadership Black River Produce is showing and proud to be a part of 
that good stewardship. Beyond being the largest private system in Vermont, what’s 
really rewarding about this project is that Black River Produce brings people high 
quality, delicious, garden-fresh fruits, vegetables, and specialty products. And now 
they’re doing it in a way that is good for the planet, with clean energy from the sun.” 

Completed array.

Tony Prouty sets a solar panel.

Mark Curran and Steve Birge, owners of Black River Produce.

Black River Produce
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Black River Produce

Owner Mark Curran stands in the middle of his solar panel array.
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Hidden Springs Maple

The Numbers Say It All

By Sarah Weck

Hidden Springs Maple was started by me and my husband, Peter Cooper-
Ellis, as an online retail maple syrup business. Peter and his family began 
making maple syrup over 50 years ago on a few acres of sugarbush land in 
southern Vermont. Today, the sugarbush spans nearly 1,000 acres and we 
operate an online retail business and a farm store in Putney, Vermont. The 
store sells Hidden Springs Maple syrup, syrup from other local producers 
as well as a variety of gourmet food products made with maple syrup, other 
locally-made edibles such as honey, hot sauce, and cookies, and arts and 
crafts from local Vermont artisans. Hidden Springs Maple will start sell-
ing ice cream cones this summer and hosts several events during the year 
including an open house during The Putney Craft Tour and a booth at The 
Strolling of the Heifers.

I run customer service for Hidden Springs Maple and do all of the account-
ing and payroll. I like to look at numbers. I figure out how to offer the 
highest quality of products and services to our customers without wasting 
resources. 

When I was eleven years old, I remember the cars lining up at the gas 
pump during the oil embargo. Some thirty-three years later, I have a much 
better understanding of what happened back then, what our energy needs 
are now, and how we have to make changes going forward. So I began to 
make changes. I drive a hybrid electric car, hang my clothes up to dry, use 
energy-efficient light bulbs, and have a compost at my home and business.

But having a business gave me an opportunity to reduce my carbon foot-
print even further. We started by using Green Mountain Well to install 
a geothermal system that uses the ground as a heat pump. This ground 
source heat pump works by using the earth’s constant temperature to heat 
our facilities in the winter as well as to cool them in the summer. During 
the winter, the fluid collects heat from the earth and carries it through the 
system into the building. Using the geothermal system, Hidden Springs 
Maple can heat and cool the facility without burning any fossil fuels.  But, 
the system is electrically-powered and we were still using a lot of electricity 
that had to come from somewhere.

With the opening of the Hidden Springs Maple store in November 2011, 
we now had a southern facing 2,046 square foot roof on which we could 
put solar panels. Why not use the sun to power the heating and cooling 
system that was running on the earth’s natural heat pump? The sun and 
earth working together sounded like a great idea to me.

Sarah Weck is the manager of Hidden 
Springs Maple and the wife of Hidden 
Springs Maple founder and owner, 
Peter Cooper-Ellis. Sarah handles 
all customer service inquiries and 
accounting and also does some sales 
and marketing. Interacting with 
customers is what she loves most 
about her job.

So, I researched getting solar panels for our store roof and a friend recommended Pru-
dent Living for their excellent service and expertise. Tim Biebel at Prudent Living was 
very helpful in explaining the up-front costs as well as the long-term savings. He did a 
complete analysis of our energy needs to determine how much electricity our system 
would generate per year and how many years it would take for the system to pay for 
itself. In addition to the energy cost savings, we would also receive over $10,000 back 
from the state of Vermont, a Federal tax credit worth nearly $25,000, and we could 
depreciate the installation cost on our tax returns. At an annual production rate of 
26,859 kWh, our system would pay for itself in seven years, after which time it will 
actually start earning us money. The numbers said it all. 

So, we hired Prudent Living to install seventy-two 235-watt solar panels on the roof 
of our retail store building and an additional meter to record the kWh output of our 
PV system so that Green Mountain Power (and we) will know how much the system is 
generating. 

As soon as the panels and two inverters were installed, the system was ready to generate 
electricity. We just pushed a button to turn it on and the sun started working for us. 
As a Green Mountain Power customer with a photovoltaic system, we receive a credit 
of $0.06 per kilowatt-hour (kWh) of electricity that our system is generating. The first 
electric bill we received after the panels were installed showed a negative balance due. 
This balance becomes a credit back to us in the winter when the geothermal will be 
using more electricity and the sun will be generating less. 

Over the lifespan of Hidden Springs Maple’s new PV system, we will be eliminating 
551 tons of carbon dioxide (CO2), which is the equivalent to planting 2,755 trees or a 
reduction of over a million miles of driving. The PV system makes sense for both our 
business and for the environment.  

For more information on Hidden Springs Maple and to see a video of their PV system 
being installed,  https://hiddenspringsmaple.com/about/green.php
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How’s That Work? – Solar Photovoltaic
➊ Array: The array consists of one or more solar mod-
ules (panels) and each module is constructed of a series 
of PV cells. PV cells are made from a semiconductor 
material that produces a voltage or change in electri-
cal conductivity when exposed to sunlight. Most PV 
cells are made from silicon and have been altered with 
other semiconductor materials that create loosely bound 
electrons that are easily moved when exposed to sun-
light. When the loosely bound electrons moves they are 
conducted as an electrical current.

PV cells are connected together to create the desired 
voltage and electrical output per module and then mod-
ules are connected together to create the desired size for 
the array.

➋ Inverters: The array produces direct current (DC) 
electricity. This is a prob-
lem because buildings 
are run on alternating 
current (AC) electricity. 
In order to overcome 
this problem the current 
is run through an invert-
er. Inverters produce AC 
Power from a DC power 
source that could be 
from the solar array or a 
battery bank. Once the 
power is inverted it can 
be sold or net metered 
onto the utility grid as 
useable power.

➌ AC Electric Panel: In 
order to receive credit for 
the electricity produced 
by the solar array it must 
be connected to the utility 
grid. This is done in two 
ways. First, the power 
from the array is fed to 
the electrical distribu-
tion panel found in the 
building or second, it is 
connected between the 
electric panel and the 
meter. As a result, if the 
system is producing more 
energy than is being con-
sumed the utility meter 
reads the difference before 
the electricity is added to 
the grid.

➍ Electric Loads: On a 
sunny day the AC loads 
in the building are subsi-
dized by the clean elec-
tricity the PV system is 
producing. On a cloudy 
day the AC loads are pow-
ered by the grid, but with 
credited energy the system 
has powered. 

➎ Utility Meter: When 
a PV system is installed a 
meter that moves in two 
directions is also installed. 
On a building without 
a PV system the meter 
only moves in the direc-
tion that accounts for 
consumed electricity but 
on a building with a PV 
system the meter moves 
two ways. A meter that 
moves two ways accounts 
for electricity that is pro-
duced!

➏ Grid: Once the elec-
tricity is metered the ex-
cess is added to the grid!

How Does a Grid-tied 
Solar Photovoltaic  
System Work?

by Tim Biebel, Vice President,  
Prudent Living Inc.

Solar Photovoltaic (PV) systems 
provide clean electricity that has many 
benefits. Renewable energy is better 
for the environment, better for your 
bottom line, and is long lasting. So 
while it is easy to understand the ben-
efits of clean energy, it is not always 
easy to understand how it is pro-

duced. Certain components required 
by code have been left out of the 
following diagram in order to provide 
a simplified explanation of converting 
sunlight to electricity and sending it 
out onto the grid.

Simply put, the photovoltaic effect is 
the process by which a PV cell con-
verts light into electricity. In order to 
capture the sunlight and convert it to 
useable electricity that can be added 
to the grid there are a number of steps 
in the conversion process. Follow 
the diagram to learn how sun light is 
converted to electricity.

Tim Biebel resides in Vermont. He has 
grown up in the construction industry 
and holds multiple certifications in 
the field of energy efficiency and green 
technology. He loves to share what he 
has learned with others.
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Ask the Experts

Question:
Will I have power when the grid goes down?

Answer:
Not unless you have battery backup. For safety reasons, when the power goes 
out, the PV system automatically stops sending power out on to the grid so 
linemen do not have to worry about electric shock while they are trying to 
make repairs.

Question:
What is the lifespan of a solar PV system?

Answer:
Some PV systems are still operating after 40 years.

Question:
How large does my system need to be?

Answer:
Every system is sized specifically for the amount of electricity you consume. 
You can reduce your PV system size (thereby reducing the installed cost and 
payback time) by limiting electricity needs.

Question:
If I plan to put panels on my roof, should I put a new roof on the house first?

Answer:
Since we have a long history in the building industry we can give a solid recom-
mendation either way. Given that some systems are still around after 40 years it 
is worthwhile to consider replacing the roof.

Question:
How much maintenance do PV systems require?

Answer:
Very little. Usually there are no moving parts in a PV system but some electri-
cal components, such as the inverter, may require some minor maintenance 
around 10 years after installation.

Ask the Experts 
About Grid-tied 
Photovoltaic Systems

Here comes the sun! There goes your utility bills!

Prudent Living can help you lower overall operating costs and minimize 
your environmental impact NOW and in the future, in many ways. Through 
photovoltaic system installations, solar heating and cooling systems, and 
various other renewable sources (including wind power and geothermal) we 
can help you power your home and lower your energy-use footprint.

Our company is committed to helping residential and commercial customers 
invest their energy dollars wisely. Prudent Living professionals work closely 
with clients to implement sustainable design strategies in their existing 
or new homes or businesses, and to help them evaluate energy-saving 
improvement options.

For more information, please contact Tim Biebel at Prudent Living, Inc. He 
can be reached at 1-866-924-3235 x 106.
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This “Special Issue” focuses primarily on Prudent Living Solar. If 

you’ve not seen our magazine before, please be aware that our 

“regular” quarterly issues of Prudent Living Magazine deliver 

a full spectrum of topics to readers who wish to think and live 

more prudently. Issues typically include the following sections 

or columns: What’s New & What’s News, Our Social Network, 

Because It’s Time, How’s That Work?, On the Home Front, Advice 

from Homesteader Lisa Barthuly, Prudence and Your Health, 

Prudent Living Finances, Frugal Family Fun, Energy Saving Tips, 

and insights from the editor. You can check out our past issues for 

free online at: prudentliving.com/magazine/magazine-archives/


