
Sustainability: It’s Getting HOT in Rhode Island! 

This year was RISEA’s first annual joint meeting with local construction industry organization Rhode Island Construction 

Specifications Institute (RICSI).  On May 16th, RISEA and RICSI welcomed guest speaker Robert W. Chew for an 

enlightening education session to discuss Sustainability, a topic of growing environmental concern in our industry.  Bob, 

Founder and President of SolarWrights, Inc., is a nationally recognized expert in solar energy and green building, and a 

tireless promoter of renewable energy. He wrote the RI Renewable Tax Credit legislation and the legislation that made 

renewable energy equipment tax exempt. SolarWrights has been responsible for installing over 80% of all photovoltaic 

systems that have been funded by the RI Renewable Energy Fund.  

Bob received a degree in Environmental Science in 1973 and started a solar company that he ran for 19 years. Prior to 

starting SolarWrights in 2000, he was a Designer/Project Manager for Acorn Homes and a State Director for Solar Works. 

Bob was picked as a “BIG 50” Remodeler by Remodeling Magazine in 1987 for his skills in business management.  With 

corporate headquarters in Bristol and offices in NY, VT, MA, CT, SolarWrights wind divisions include WindWrights 

(residential) and Ocean State Wind (commercial).  SolarWrights was recently named at the top of Providence Business 

News list of “Fastest Growing Private Business in Rhode Island.” 

Bob enthusiastically followed through his PowerPoint presentation for the 60 attendees and provided a technical 

overview of sustainable practices and methodologies.  He expressed his deep passion for sustainability, and 

encompassed a wide range of topics, from basic residential photo-voltaic (PV) arrays to statewide commercial wind 

farms, as well as.  Most importantly, Bob outlined how vital it is to integrate a combination of proactive elements into an 

overall environmentally considerate lifestyle.  He stressed that it is no longer “cool” to be an energy hog, and suggested 

some simple ways to live thoughtfully: conserving energy, weatherizing a small home, using a passive hot water heater, 

living in a neighborhood with sidewalks, walking or riding a bike whenever possible, and if you must drive use a hybrid 

vehicle.   

Among the basics of “green” concepts discussed, were various practical solar energy tools and resources.  Some 

considerations for solar roof arrays are wind loading and verifying that an existing roof structure can accommodate an 

additional dead load of 5 pounds per square foot.  For new construction, insulated concrete forms are ideal for masonry 

structures, which have great thermal inertia (retain the sun’s heat alleviating the strain on a heating system).  Hot water 

collectors are another passive solar method and are best matched with a radiant heating system in concrete floor that 

excludes finished like hardwood and carpet. 

Although solar thermal systems are three times more efficient than PV’s, one average-sized residential-use wind turbine 

will match the output of a large solar array at 4,000-8,000 kWh/yr.  Moreover, wind farm turbines, like the new offshore 

locations proposed in RI, put out 1.5 to 3 megawatts per turbine.  Renters and businesses unable to install their own 

renewable energy systems, should upgrade to renewable energy sources offered by nearly all electric companies, like 

National Grid’s affordable “Greenup” program. 

Net metering is key for many users of alternative clean energy products.  Under net metering, a renewable energy 

system owner receives retail credit for at least a portion of the electricity they generate.  Many users are able to go 

without paying any bill throughout the year.  A prime example of the Pine Point School in Stonington, CT whose goal is 

“net zero” energy (currently they are at a 80,000 kWh/yr output).  New RI legislation proposed for corporations and 

institutions will allow affiliated users to share net-metering credits across different physical locations within the state. 

Currently, in Rhode Island, there is only 30% federal tax credit funding available for new solar products, including a 

$2,000 cap on residential tax credits. There is clear room for improvement, since buyers can expect to spend about 

$8.50/watt on newly installed systems.  Bob and his colleagues are continuing to work on improving the program’s 

offerings.  In the mean time, he encourages everyone to conserve as much as possible since Rhode Island is rapidly 

approaching an energy deficit and can even expect brown-outs and black-outs during peak energy consumption within 

the next year.  Curious about your impact on our environment and ways you can help?  Visit Carbonfootprint.com 
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