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NORTH BRUNSWICK — The first solar-energy project built by Middlesex County government was unveiled Wednesday afternoon at Davidson's Mill Pond Park. It was far from a modest beginning. 
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On an ample rectangular gravel field, 12 metal poles, some 20 feet high, hold 80 square feet of solar panels. The system is expected to cover about 40 to 50 percent of the energy bills for the adjacent Rutgers Cooperative Extension Services building. 

The system cost $340,000 but received a $115,000 rebate from the state Board of Public Utilities. It is anticipated that the savings generated will pay for the cost of the system in 10 to 12 years. The life span of the system is expected to be 20 to 25 years. 

"The most difficult step is always taking the first step, and we're taking a very large first step here in introducing solar technology to the county," said Freeholder H. James Polos. "Our goal now is to look into other renewable resources, such as wind power. We have to have a change in philosophy, our attitude and mindset about renewable energy." 

The solar-energy system began operating this past June and is expected to eliminate the generation of 185,000 tons of carbon dioxide annually — the equivalent of keeping 36 cars off roads per year. In terms of real dollars thus far, about $1,000 worth of power has been generated along with a $2,400 surplus of energy that was sold back to the state. 

Jeanne M. Fox, president of the New Jersey Board of Public Utilities notes that the state has been gradually increasing funding to help implement renewable-energy systems. The number of solar projects has mushroomed in New Jersey, growing from a mere six in 2001 to 2,400 this year. 

"If you think about it, other energy sources historically, the traditional ones, they got federal government help when they got started — nuclear, fossil fuel," said Fox. "Now because of climate change, sea-level rise and everything that comes out of that, the government has to start making some investment in the newer technologies. 

Middlesex County is the first county in the state to begin developing a formal plan for "sustainability" — putting in policies and practices that encourage efficient, long-term and sustainable use of energy resources. 

The county recently received a $75,000 Smart Future grant from the Department of Community Affairs for a 16-month project in conjunction with the New Jersey Sustainable State Institute. 

Middlesex County also has the distinction of being the top-ranked recycling county in the state and has the state's largest number of hybrid cars in its government fleets — thanks, in part, to a program established by the freeholders which encourages municipalities to buy hybrids. 

Last year, Polos created the Middlesex County Showroom of Environmental Technology (MCSET), which helps coordinate resources and information between state agencies and local officials to help efforts to obtain grants. 

It is fitting that the first Middlesex County government building to be partially powered by solar energy houses the Rutgers Cooperative Extension Services, which is the outreach arm of the university and works with county, state, and federal government to disperse research-based information. 

"The solar-energy system has already been a tremendous boon to our program," said William T. Hlubik, a longtime faculty member with the extension program. "We've already had some educational tours out here with schoolchildren and we've had an "eco-ventures" program that drew about 20 kids. The solar-powered energy system incorporates well into what we do in cooperative extension." 


