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Elk Regional Health Center to use biomass energy

05/05/2007

ST. MARYS - More than $2

million has been pledged to the

Elk Regional Health Center to

help it install a system that will

use biomass energy, like wood

chips, instead of relying

completely on natural gas. 

Elk Regional was given

$1,775,000 Friday from the

United States Department of

Agriculture Rural Development

for the project.

In addition to this money Elk Regional received a $500,000 Pennsylvania

Energy Development Authority grant, a $250,000 United States

Department of Agriculture Forest Service Woody Biomass Utilization grant

and a $300,000 Community Facilities loan from Rural Development. 

The money will be used to fund a new biomass energy heating system and

to pay for a new maintenance building and boiler house that will

accommodate the new heating system. 

The system will burn wood biomass material, such as wood chips,

purchased locally initially. When it is fully operational the project will be

also be able to use materials such as hospital kitchen grease and

maintenance greases and shredded paper.

Currently the hospital must pay to have paper with privileged information

on it shredded and disposed of, so being able to do this internally would

substantially reduce the cost of disposal for these items. 

The system will have a 100 percent natural gas and/or oil back up, the

primary sources of energy at this time since health care providers must

have energy backup systems. 

The new system will reduce the energy cost for the hospital by 75 percent.

In 2006 the health system spent about $424,000 for natural gas and the

estimated cost of the biomass system would be about $89,000 a year,

which will allow the health center to increase services and programs to the

residents. The annual savings is the equivalent of eight full-time positions
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residents. The annual savings is the equivalent of eight full-time positions

at the hospital. In 2007 alone the health center saw natural gas rates rise

26 percent. 

The system is expected to be in place and begin operating in the fall, Tom

Kerchinski, facilities director, said. 

The 5,600 feet facility will be placed in the rear of the hospital. The system

will be installed by Advanced Recycling, which installs about 20 to 25

systems a year. 

Elk Regional is the first health system in Pennsylvania to take on a venture

this large using this particular system, Chief Executive Officer Greg Bauer

said. The health center has been working on the project for more than a

year. 

"I think the hospital is in a great position," Congressman John Peterson, R-

Pleasantville, said. "This country is not far from an energy train wreck."

Peterson said fuel prices are continuing to increase and the United States

is not prepared for the shortage of gas and oil to come in the future; those

who do prepare, like Elk Regional, will be smiling when that time comes.
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