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HARWICH — In 2003, people thought Paul F. Smith was crazy to talk about turning Cape Cod Regional Technical High School into a place to teach students how to install and maintain the latest in renewable energy.
Yesterday Smith, the school's technical studies director, was praised as the inspiration, fundraiser and clerk of the works behind the school's new renewable energy center that, he said, "will better prepare our students to compete in a sustainable energy world."
Smith spread the credit among Cape Tech teachers, students and school leaders, town officials and business donors. About 150 of them yesterday celebrated the opening of the new center that is also a classroom for Cape tradespeople, the building industry and consumers.
"We're going to send our people here to look at this," said Douglas Bohannon, president of Mid-Cape Home Centers, which donated the center's energy-efficient windows. "Three years ago we were building standard homes. Now we've got to know about what to recommend to people who come in asking questions after finding out about these products on the Internet."
Once a storage building, the new two-story center was remodeled by Cape Tech students and teachers who studied the latest in energy-saving materials and techniques.
The center's floor tiles are warm to the touch because plumbing students installed the floors grooved for the hot-water tubing inserted for radiant heating.
By flipping a switch, electrical teacher Richard Serpone showed visitors the difference in the light provided by standard incandescent bulbs, cheaper-to-operate but dimmer LED bulbs, and the compromise choice of compact fluorescent bulbs.
By piecing together grants, supplies and donated labor, the school was able to get a $200,000 building at a cost of just $20,000 to school district taxpayers, school Supt. William Fisher said.
The renewable energy center, which is unique in the state, is just the latest reason why Cape Cod Tech is known for being on the cutting edge of renewable technology in the country, Fisher said.
Roaring next door to the center is the school's year-old tri-generation unit that runs on natural gas to produce electricity and also captures waste heat to heat and cool the school.
In its first year, the school saved an estimated $194,321 in heating and electricity costs, according to a comprehensive brochure produced by the school's graphic arts department.
The $800,000 unit was donated by Aircogen CHP Solutions, then a British company, which needed a U.S. site to demonstrate its new factory-packaged unit, vice-president Steve Zilonis said yesterday.
The unit, the first of its kind in the country, has been checked out and bought by Johnson & Johnson for three sites and Boston Scientific for a Massachusetts site, he said.
A Web site, Greenbeings, tells the story of the school's creation of the energy center and its overall energy-saving projects and curriculum. The site won the top prize last summer in a national competition for three Cape Tech students: Marcello Ribeiro, graphic and Web designer; Marcos Sousa, graphic artist and notebook creator; and Ashley Rigonan, notebook assistant.
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