Wind Energy Bottlenecks
by Gene Fry
	October 22, 2008 - When the builders of the Maple Ridge Wind farm spent $320 million to put nearly 200 wind turbines in upstate New York, the idea was to get paid for producing electricity.  But at times, regional electric lines have been so congested that Maple Ridge has been forced to shut down, even with a brisk wind blowing.  While generating wind energy is getting easier, moving it to market is not.
	The grid today, according to experts, is a system conceived 100 years ago to let utilities prop each other up, reducing blackouts and sharing power in small regions.  It connects centralized power plants to load centers full of people.  The 200,000 miles of power lines divided among 500 owners.  Big transmission upgrades often involve multiple companies, many state governments and numerous permits.  Every transmission line built provokes fights with property owners.  Except for two underwater connections to Long Island, New York State has not built a major new power line in 20 years.  California set aggressive goals for renewable energy, but they cannot be met without additional power lines.  North Dakota and South Dakota, could generate half the nation’s electricity from turbines, but they can move only a tiny fraction of the power to markets.
	While the United States today gets barely 1% of its electricity from wind turbines, many experts are starting to think that figure could hit 20%.  Increasing wind power from 1% to 20% of U.S. electricity requires moving large amounts of power over long distances, from where the wind blow strong and steady - the Great Plains and offshore  - to where most people live.  Immense solar-power stations in Southwestern deserts would face the same transmission problems.
	In parts of Wyoming, a wind turbine could make 50% more electricity than the identical model built in New York or Texas, but it’s too far from major population centers.  “The windiest sites have not been built, because there is no way to move that electricity from there to the load centers,” said Gabriel Alonso, chief development officer of Horizon Wind Energy.
	In Texas, T. Boone Pickens, the oilman building the world’s largest wind farm, plans to tackle the grid problem by using a right of way he is developing for water pipelines for a 250-mile transmission line from the Panhandle to the Dallas market.  He testified before Congress that Texas policy is especially favorable for such a project and that other wind developers cannot be expected to match his efforts.
“If you want to do it on a national scale, where the transmission line distances will be much longer, and utility regulations are different, Congress must act,” he said on Capitol Hill.  In a 2005 energy law, Congress gave the Energy Department the authority to step in to approve transmission if states refused to act.  So the Department designated two areas, one in the Middle Atlantic States and one in the Southwest, as national priorities.
	“We need an interstate transmission superhighway system,” said Suedeen G. Kelly, a member of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission.  An Energy Department plan to get 20% of the nation’s electricity from wind calls for a high-voltage backbone spanning the country.  The $60 billion cost would be spread across many years and many millions of customers, for less than a dollar a month per customer.  However, without a clear way to recover costs and earn a profit, no company or organization has offered to fight the political battles necessary to get such a transmission backbone built.
	“We still have a third-world grid,” said New Mexico Governor Bill Richardson. “With the federal government not investing, not setting good regulatory mechanisms, and basically taking a back seat on everything except drilling and fossil fuels, the grid has not been modernized, especially for wind energy.”
	For more, see www.nytimes.com/2008/08/27/business/27grid.html?_r=1&hp=&adxnnl=1&oref=slogin&adxnnlx=1219842139-CA4qXFWDPWL0n7D4QZG8LA.

