ADAM BARKER-HOYT -- OFFERING MAINE ALTERNATIVE COMFORT



Adam Barker-Hoyt had scholarship, enthusiasm and drive but he lacked cash flow and a definitive career choice when he was introduced to Maine energy expert Jim LaBrecque. It was, at first glance, an odd pairing.

Barker-Hoyt, with his aggressive pursuit of multiple college majors, was a ravenous student. LaBrecque is a self-taught engineer who began theorizing and developing energy efficiency systems while a high schooler working afternoons for his hometown grocer. 

Armed with an unusual set of four-year degree double majors -- in math and philosophy, a substantive background in science, multiple recognitions for his teaching, and an additional Master’s degree in math, Barker-Hoyt, nearing 30, wanted to get into the energy industry. He’d been teaching college classes, in a unique arrangement as an unsupervised teaching assistant, and had worked as a subcontractor on the math component of an online academic program, critiquing work and formulating math questions.  He had a successful tutoring practice. But he was looking at doing something that would make a difference environmentally, potentially with green alternatives -- possibly wind, maybe solar. 

LaBrecque holds a number of patents on an energy system that recycles the heat removed from supermarket refrigeration and rechannels it to heat the supermarket building (one of his systems is installed in the Food Emporium of the Trump Palace in New York).  A technical energy advisor to Maine Governor Paul LePage, LaBrecque, as an outside instructor and advisor at the University of Maine, taught applications of thermo dynamics as pertaining to refrigeration and heat pump technology. 

It was Dr. Mick Peterson, a professor in the University of Maine’s mechanical engineering department, who told Barker-Hoyt he needed to spend some time working with LaBrecque, after Peterson was approached for career advice. 

LaBrecque was, at the time, working on an assignment from the governor to outline a strategy to implement heat pump usage as part of the state energy plan. Barker-Hoyt arrived at just the right time with the right set of skills. And, said LaBrecque, he was smart and hardworking. And LePage had just kicked LaBrecque’s first recommendation back to him, indicating he wanted something quicker than the five-year payback period outlined. LePage wanted three high points hit -- substantially cut oil usage; a fast payback; and no federal subsidies.

As for Barker-Hoyt’s career path, LaBrecque quickly disabused him of viewing wind and solar as viable options, as being both too costly and inefficient. 

Barker-Hoyt admits he’d not yet narrowed his focus to select the best options but rather had concentrated initial attention on topics to which he had ready access to information within the academic setting of the university. Wind and solar were the primary energy topics du jour within the confines of the academic setting. (LaBrecque’s tutorials on heat pump technology were limited to a hands on senior year segment, called the Capstone Project, of the Department of Mechanical Engineering, established to allow seniors to showcase their skills and knowledge through the creation of engineering designs.) 

The two went to work. LaBrecque quickly found Barker-Hoyt’s math background invaluable and his mastery of Excel, a computer program utilized to organize mathematical data and create graphs, exceptional. From LaBrecque, Barker-Hoyt learned the thermo-dynamics of heat pump technology.

Mini-split heat pumps are mechanical devices that move heat from one place to another,  and consist of one indoor unit, one outdoor unit and the piping and wiring that connect the interior and exterior components. Heat pumps can provide heating or cooling, with the switch between the two modes accomplished with the push of a button. Heat pumps run on electricity and typically have heating efficiency levels averaging 300 percent (i.e. A $1 unit of electric input produces $3 of electric heat output) and heat pumps provide heat at about half the cost of oil.



LaBrecque’s previously submitted state plan had banked on employing heat pumps as the sole source of heat. With Barker-Hoyt running new calculations, it was determined that, while heat pumps should play a primary role, the equation needed to weigh energy capacity versus cost. The process of recalculations was a tweaking of the original application and determined that other sources of heat should not be completely eliminated.

To synopsize the recommendation ultimately submitted to the governor, LaBrecque explained that the original plan proposed replacing 100 percent oil usage with a heat pump system -- with an eight to ten-year payback. But by calculating an 80 percent reduction in oil usage -- and leaving the original system in place as the backup system for the coldest days of the year -- and installing the more efficient mini-split heat pump -- which provided heat sufficiently for all but a handful of the very coldest days (the calculations figured that number as ten days), the payback period was reduced to two to four years. 

Barker-Hoyt worked on the state recommendation with LaBrecque without pay for approximately two years, supporting his family of four by continuing work as a tutor and teaching classes.

When the recommendation for a state energy plan utilizing heat pumps was finally completed in January of 2011, it became clear that the logical next step was the implementation of heat pump installation -- which meant finding people to install the systems.

Barker-Hoyt, even more enthusiastic to find a niche in the energy field professionally, now found his math, science, philosophy and teaching skills enhanced by his most recent emersion in energy -- and specifically heat pump -- technology.

LaBrecque saw Barker-Hoyt as “highly motivated to make things happen,” with his math and science background giving him an edge on understanding the technology and proficiency in calculating the specs for individual installations. His extensive teaching experience would help him educate both potential customers and train sub-contractors to actually install the mini-split heat pumps. And, said LaBrecque, his strong organizational skills made him a natural at running a business.

Convinced by LaBrecque, Barker-Hoyt founded Maine Alternative Comfort in May of 2011 and installed his first mini-split heat pump at the home of energy guru and longtime university faculty member Dick Hill, Professor Emeritus of the mechanical engineering department. Most recently, Maine Alternative Comfort installed a mini-split unit in the governor’s bedroom of the Blaine House, replacing both a cantankerous, noisy and unreliable radiator and an aesthetically awkward air conditioner jutting from the window of the historic governor’s mansion.

The company to date has installed 150 mini-split heat pumps and provides work for five sub-contractors. Educational institutions are sending students for on-the-job training with Barker-Hoyt. He has been philosophical with his success, investing money back in the business and continuing to sacrifice personally as the company grows. His office is a cell phone and the kitchen of a cramped 1982 mobile home that he shares with his partner Sarah, who does his graphic and display work, and their two children. Their splurge, an obvious necessity, was upgrading their 1993 Taurus to a 2003 model. 

Currently the biggest installer of mini-split heat pumps in Maine, he sees the efficiency and savings offered by the technology as something that can substantively benefit the people, the environment and the economy of the state.

Adam Barker-Hoyt can be reached at Maine Alternative Comfort, by phone, at (207) 947-3851 or by email at Adam@mainealternativecomfort.com. 

