Geothermal heat keeps Prairie Village family cozy in the cold
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Prairie Village resident Kristin Riott stands in front of the new geothermal heat pump she and her husband had installed in their home in early December. The Riotts live in the Indian Fields neighborhood near 66th Terrace and Roe Avenue. 

	


An arctic breeze cut through the air like a knife Wednesday night while the Riott family slept in their home without a furnace.

They didn’t notice a thing.

The family had a geothermal heating system installed in their house a month ago, which meant they waved goodbye to their furnace and air conditioner.

“The air from the new system is moister in the winter and drier in the summer, so it’s more comfortable,” said Kristin Riott, of Prairie Village. “Geothermal heat dramatically reduces your carbon footprint. Plus, we expect our energy bills to be cut by two-thirds.”

They are among other Kansas City area families who have recently converted to the alternative method of heating and cooling.

“Many homeowners are drawn into geothermal heat by the energy savings, but when they realize how environmentally friendly it is, that really seals the deal,” said Rich Albertson, an employee at ECS Geothermal, located in Smithville. “The environment is a big topic, especially with the election coming up, and it’s only going to get bigger over the next several years.”

Plus, he added, the process is simple.

Converting a home to geothermal heat takes about three to four days. Depending on the size of the lot, the system can be put in a horizontal trench, placed in a pond or put into a vertical hole. The system relies on a heat pump that uses the constant temperature of the ground or water below the Earth’s surface.

Since the Riott family has a small lot, they had a 170-foot-deep hole dug in their front yard.

It was painless, Riott said, because there wasn’t a lot of noise to disturb the neighbors and you can’t tell the hole was ever there.

The system, however, isn’t inexpensive.

Depending on the size of the house, installing geothermal heat can cost from $16,000 to $25,000.

“When I realized our air conditioner needed to replaced, a year and a half ago, I started doing extensive research on alternative solutions, such as wind turbines and solar power,” Riott said. “Geothermal heat was the best investment. In 10 years, the system will pay us back.”

Geothermal heat is only one of the several environmentally friendly ways Riott has been reducing her home’s carbon footprint.

Since moving to her Prairie Village house four years ago the environmentalist has purchased a tankless water heater (which only heats water when faucets are turned on), a dual-flush toilet, low-flow water faucets and compact fluorescent light bulbs.

She also carpools to work with her husband.

Her enthusiasm for saving the environment stemmed from living in Hong Kong eight years ago. In just two years, she noticed a visible and dramatic increase of pollution in the city, and that made her get heavily involved in environmental activities when her family moved back to the United States.

Riott is currently the community outreach director for Bridging the Gap, a non-profit organization in Westport, and a member of the Prairie Village Environmental Committee. She also received global warming training from Al Gore last year.

Now that she has an environmentally friendly house, Riott has a new goal: to buy an electric car.

She’s thrilled that her actions have been starting to influence some of her friends. One of them is considering converting her home to geothermal heat as well.

“I hope my decision opens people’s eyes,” she said. “People don’t want to be lectured on the environment, but a lot of them really do want to help. Plus, they want to save money. Geothermal heat does both.”

