Establishing and Incorporating Renewable Energy Technologies in
Camphill Communities
A Personal Journey....
Joining a small rural Camphill Community at the age of 22 in the west of Northern Ireland in 1988
felt for me like taking a leap back in a time machine.
http://www.camphillclanabogan.com/index.php

After completing training as a biodynamic farmer on a modern community farm near Frankfurt
(Dottenfelderhof) and growing up on a well mechanised farm at Camphill Community
Brachenreuthe in the south of Germany, farming in a community in Northern Ireland was a real
challenge.
Basic farming tools, neglected overgrown fields without infrastructure, little money and lots of
rain were some of the farming challenges.
On the other hand a growing life-sharing intentional community of people providing care, support
and day opportunities for adults with a learning disability.
In 1989 a complete changeover of responsibilities took place when the remaining pioneering
family left.
This meant taking on a substantial amount of additional responsibilities.
Full involvement in building houses, workshops and farm buildings were part of daily life for the
first 15 years.
A barn hay drier using a dehumidifier heat-pump and solar gain of the roof structure for drying
was installed in the farm during 1989. The hay drier has proven itself in an unpredictable climate.
Drying costs are lower than the production of baled silage.
Hay milk is healthy and can often be tolerated by people who may have milk related allergies,
making it particularly suitable for the needs of our
community.
Clearing the land with its hedges and coppicing
woodlands produced stacks of wood every year most of
which used to be burned as waste.
In 1996 I asked my peers in our community for
permission to research the possibility to install a wood
chip gasification boiler for one or more buildings. The
initial idea was to use only the waste wood of the
estate.
I travelled from Scandinavia through Germany and
Austria visiting wood boiler manufacturers, studied
different technologies and had discussions with the

company owners seeking their personal support towards a possible installation in Northern
Ireland.
After significant technological learning all relevant pieces for the choice of boiler fell together
when Fröling, an Austrian based company, made a keen offer and more importantly promised full
technical support. It was also agreed that I could install the boiler myself.
When I returned home with the good news I made a proposal to my community together with a
detailed feasibility study showing considerable saving potential and environmental benefits.
It may be surprising but I had to learn that the real challenge lay not in the realm of technology or
funding but in individual people's worries, feelings and fear of change.
It took many meetings and conversations, a fair degree of patience and determination. Finally,
during 1998 I was allowed to proceed with the installation of a 320 KW Fröling Lambdamat wood
chip boiler to initially supply four large buildings (expanded to include six buildings now) with heat
and hot water through a district heating network using steel pre insulated pipes.
A purpose built wood storage
barn was built and a Starchl
screened wood chipper was
purchased together with wood
chip handling equipment. The
boiler was incorporated in a new
multi-purpose farm building.
Negotiations took place with
professionals
over
the
installation of the district heating
network with quotations being
returned exceeding the available
budget three times. This
situation necessitated quick
learning. We purchased pipes
from Denmark hired a digger and engaged a coded welder. With a team of co-workers we installed
the district heating network ourselves below budget and on time.
At Easter 1999 the house where I
live was one of the first buildings
to be connected to the wood chip
heating system, taking out the
old LPG gas boilers and putting a
balancing vessel in its place. I will
never forget how great the first
hot bath felt, supplied with heat
from our own virgin waste wood
rather than from manufactured
LPG gas.

In 2001 a partnership was formed
with South West Colleges
(Further and Higher Education
colleges for the south western
region of Northern Ireland) the
local District Council, Department
of Agriculture for Northern
Ireland and two Farmers Unions
which together formed the
Omagh Environmental Energy
Consortium.
http://www.actionrenewables.org/wpcontent/uploads/Camphill-Omagh.pdf

Structural funding for the development of the
local area was made available and Camphill
Community Clanabogan was used as a
Renewable Energy Demonstration Project.
A 20 KW Jacobs windmill was erected supplying
electricity for the community.

Solar
hot
water
panels were fitted to
one of our large
buildings for domestic
hot water.

A 2 KW Photovoltaic array was
installed feeding electricity into
the community.
An experimental root zone
heating system was installed in a
large polytunnel in the garden.
The heat was supplied from a ground source heat pump. A further domestic wood chip boiler was
installed for a single dwelling.
The partnership with the college brought thousands of visitors to the community. Renewable
Energy training courses and conferences were organised and partially held on site. The Northern
Ireland government included the project in their white paper for the development of renewable
energy technologies in NI. The project won several awards including an all Uk Churches Beacon
Award.
http://www.aoc.co.uk/download.cfm?docid=AA04AFC6-6FE6-490E-AADB95F64288A35A
http://www.theinnotechcentre.com/2013/03/3-day-sustainable-technology-seminar-hosted-at-south-west-college/

Many other renewable energy installations
were assisted throughout the country in
particular wood chip, pellet and wood log
boiler installations. Several Camphill
Communities in Ireland and further afield
were given advice and sometimes hands on
help with installations.
In 2009 as successful funding application to
the Low Carbon Communities Challenge
awarded £450,000 and led to the planning
and installation of a large district heating
system for Camphill Community Glencraig
near Belfast.
http://www.northernireland.gov.uk/index/mediacentre/news-departments/news-deti/news-deti-

december-archive-2010/news-deti-091210-fosterlays-foundations.htm

A single URBAS medium temperature,
medium pressure biomass boiler was
installed into a purpose built boiler-house
with an output of 1000KW.

The boiler supplies heat to 22 units through a network of district heating pipes with a total length
of 3.2 km and a total project cost of £650,000
The URBAS boiler has
technology which is
used in large wood
district heating and
power-plants.
This
type
of
technology makes it
possible to utilise very
low
grade
wood
biomass with up to 65% moisture content. Advantages are
that any waste wood from tree surgeons or sawmills can be
used without the need for drying or screening of the wood
chip. Cheap virgin wood waste material can be sourced and
turned in to valuable energy.
In its first year of operation the project
has displaced 280,000 litres of oil
reducing carbon emissions by 691
tonnes and produced savings of around
£100,000.

The Glencraig district
heating project won the
all UK Renewable Energy
Association Award 2011
for best Community
project.
http://www.r-ea.net/events/7th-annualbritish-renewable-energyawards
http://www.youtube.com/wa
tch?v=VJsBS723XfQ

I experienced over the
years that engaging with
communities in relation
to renewable energy possibilities for their community is a journey which does not only touch on
facts and figures but depends on many varied human factors and Community dynamics. It is an
excellent field for personal development and learning.
Martin Sturm

