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Reap the wild wind

As the cost of traditional utilities increases, some seek alternatives

BY MIKE BOYER | ENQUIRER STAFF WRITER

The cold winter wind that's fueling higher heating bills across the region these days could help keep those same electric and natural gas bills in check some day.

It's unlikely wind power soon will replace coal and natural gas in Southwest Ohio, Northern Kentucky and Southeast Indiana, where wind power technology ranges from nascent to nonexistent and coal is abundant.

But as Cincinnati-based utility Cinergy Corp. explores its options for wind power in Indiana, the promise ahead is of wider use of the technology and a wider base of energy sources on which this region can draw. And wind is one option as Cinergy looks to diversify its sources of energy for economic and political reasons.

So far, Kentucky and Indiana have no large-scale wind farms and Ohio has only one - four turbines capable of generating up to seven megawatts of power for the city of Bowling Green's municipal power company, enough to serve about 3,000 families there.

ind power in Bowling Green is proving to be as economical as natural gas at current rates, according to Bill Spratley, chairman of the Ohio Wind Power Working Group and a former Ohio Consumers' Council.

Spratley's wind power group, a coalition of public and private agencies, thinks it could play a much larger role in the future as utilities try to insulate themselves from the rising cost of other generating fuels, such as oil and natural gas, and face pressure from government agencies to reduce pollution.

Whether adoption of wind power will translate to lower bills for consumers is unclear. Cinergy raised its rates in Ohio for the first time in a decade last month in part because of fluctuations in the prices of coal, natural gas and crude oil.

In comparison, the cost of wind power is not based on commodity prices but is mostly upfront, in building the wind turbine farms, and so would not fluctuate.

"Wind power is clearly commercial now and is viewed by most utilities as a current or potential part of their energy mix," Spratley said. "That is one of the reasons wind power is the fastest-growing energy technology worldwide."

But Alan Schriber, chairman of the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio, which regulates the state's utility companies, says developing cleaner-burning coal plants will continue to be the primary focus for meeting the state's future energy needs.

"Ohio has embraced coal because we have a lot of it," he says.

And while natural gas is more expensive now, he said, natural gas prices will fall as liquid natural gas and other gas sources are developed in the years ahead.

"The problem with alternative generation like wind is that it isn't available 100 percent of the time," he said. It requires other sources of generation as a backup.

But Schriber says renewable energy should have a role in the state's power supply.

PROJECTS GET NEW LIFE

Nationally, a combination of higher energy costs for oil and natural gas and a two-year extension of a federal tax credit for wind energy projects is putting new life into wind power development.

A record 2,500 megawatts of power was installed nationally last year, according to the Washington D.C.-based American Wind Energy Association. This year, the trade group is forecasting more than 3,000 megawatts of additional wind generation capacity.

Still, wind represents less than 1 percent of total U.S. electric generation, while in Denmark it represents 23 percent and in Germany 14 percent, say advocates.

Wind generation historically has been more expensive than electricity generated by oil and natural gas.

But with oil costing more than $60 a barrel and natural gas selling for as much as $15 per thousand cubic feet earlier this winter, wind generation costs have become more attractive, say developers.

Part of that calculation is the extension of the 1.8 cents per kilowatt-hour production tax credit for wind generation included in the Energy Policy Act signed into law last August by President Bush. Congress in the past has extended the credit only one year at a time, creating a boom-bust cycle in the wind generation industry. But the act signed by Bush extends the credit through the end of 2007.

"There's no price for wind," says J. Turner Hunt, vice president for wind power developer Orion Energy LLC, who is based in Cincinnati. "The price of a kilowatt-hour will be the same 20 years from now as it is today. With nuclear, oil and gas, the costs go up and down."

From his downtown Cincinnati office, Hunt has been working for the last three years to develop the first large-scale wind farm in Indiana on about 10,000 acres of leased farmland in Benton County in the northwestern part of the state.

At the end of this month, Oakland, Calif.-based Orion expects to learn whether it is a successful bidder to supply up to 100 megawatts of power from renewable sources to Cinergy Corp.'s PSI Energy unit, which serves 750,000 customers in 69 of Indiana's 92 counties.

Cinergy asked for proposals in December to supply the renewable energy to its Indiana system to help it reduce pollution.

"Cinergy is the key. We need a wholesale buyer of the electricity we generate," said Hunt. If Cinergy OKs Orion's bid, Hunt said the wind farm could be up and running by the end of 2007.

"Environmental rules continue to tighten, and it's important that we look at all our options including renewable energy," PSI spokeswoman Angeline Protogere said. The utility declines to say who or how many companies have submitted bids to supply the renewable power.

Jim Lefeld, Cinergy's director of renewable and energy efficiency, said the utility has no immediate plans to seek similar renewable energy sources in Ohio.

"At this time we're focusing on Indiana. When we complete (the Indiana) project we may consider a similar (project) in CG&E's service area," he said.

A spokesman for the Kentucky Public Service Commission says he's not aware of any plans to develop wind farms in the commonwealth.

"Most of the talk about renewable energy in Kentucky has focused on motor vehicle fuels such as biodiesel and ethanol," said Andrew Melnykovych, spokesman.

'GREEN' ELECTRIC CHOICES

This spring, Cincinnati Gas & Electric plans to ask the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio to approve so-called carbon-free or "green" electric rates for customers willing to pay a premium to buy power from renewable sources.

Under this plan, customers who wanted to support renewable energy would pay an additional $2.50 for each 100 kilowatt-hours of power they use each month. CG&E would use the money to buy power from renewable energy sources.

Developing a wind farm project takes at least three years, says Hunt. Using wind flow data, developers typically collect a year's worth of actual wind readings from sites they think have potential, he says, and then spend another year or two lining up leases with land owners.

Several wind power developers have been prowling Ohio's rural counties trying to lease farmland for potential projects, says Dale Arnold, director of energy services for the Ohio Farm Bureau.

Nobody knows how much land in Ohio has been leased by wind farm developers, but Arnold said developers have been active in Darke, Mercer and Preble counties among others. Leasing for wind farms can be lucrative for farmers, generating up to $6,000 per acre annually, he said.

AN ECONOMIC UPSIDE

Arnold says the growth of wind power is also a boon to Ohio manufacturers who are supplying turbine components to build the huge turbines, which weigh thousands of pounds and typically are 250 feet in the air to tap the best wind currents.

For example, Magna Machine, a Forest Park metal-cutting job shop, and Cast-Fab Technologies, a metal foundry in Oakley, have both seen an uptick in business supplying parts for wind turbine builders.

Arnold said a 2004 study by the federally funded Renewable Energy Policy Project ranked Ohio second only to California in terms of manufacturing impact from the development of wind power.

Orion's Hunt says wind power is just one of a number of generating alternatives to meet future electricity needs.

"There is no one solution," he said. "It's like a buffet restaurant. Utilities will pick from a variety of options to supply power to customers."
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