States have ultimate say in wind development

BY ANNE ADAMS ‘The way West Virginia’'s PSC approvesmylti-turbine power plants, and it's unclear
« STAFF WRITER utilities is similar to a process Highland Newyhether that constitutes a conflict of interest
Wind Development LLC will need to undergofor the agency. “There may be a conflict,” he
FRANKLIN, W.Va. and MONTEREY, Va. in Virginia to construct its 39-megawatt windsajid. “| don’t know.”
— Now that a right of way contract betweerPlant on Allegheny Mountain, also near the SCC determines whether a developer is
U.S. Wind Force and Pendleton county comforder between these two states. HNWD wilheeting state requirements for public neces-
missioners has been terminated, citizens #Pply to Virginia's State Corporation Commissity. “One of the things the commission looks
Pendleton and here in Highland County ar&ion for project approval. The SCC coordinategt is whether (the plant) is in the public inter-
waiting to see how West Virginia’s Public Sera review of the application and ultimately deest, and whether there are economic benefits
vice Commission handles the application folermines whether HNWD's project will betg the localities where it's located,” Farmer
an industrial wind facility from U.S. Wind built. It solicits public input through a hearingsaid. As to whether HNWD's planned project
Force. examiner, who then makes a recommendatigfould meet SCC's criteria, Farmer said it's
The company’s subsidiary, Liberty Gap!o the three appointed commissioners. Thgo early to say. “Until we get an application
LLC, plans a $100 million, 100-megawatt util-commissioners, elected by the General Assemabmitted,” he said, “it's premature to evalu-
ity along the ridge of Jack Mountain, right ugly for six-year terms, can then approve, demyte ... Each one has different circumstances.”
to the border between the two states near DBeModify a request. Farmer stressed there are opportunities for
Hill. The developer needs a 139-kilovolt trans- Andy Farmer, education resources managgte public to comment on applications. In some
mission line to carry power from the projec@t the SCC, says the agency is a mix of legghses, he said, the SCC has held public hear-
to a substation north of Franklin. and public involvement. “We take evidencgngs in local communities, since not everyone
While wind utilities are planned across théust like courts. The proceedings have a legahn drive to Richmond. At an evidentiary hear-
state of West Virginia, this is the first one seflavor, they are very formal.” Evidentiary hearing, he said, SCC allows anyone who shows
lected for Pendleton, Highland County’dngs are part of the process, and they includg) to speak to the issue. “It gives the average
neighbor to the north. Plans call for 50 turtestimony and cross examination, Farmer saysnsumer the opportunity to come and have
bines stretched over several miles, and at 400 The SCC has no applications from windheir comments be part of the official record,”
feet in height, they will likely be seen by High-developers in Virginia yet, Farmer says, eXhe said.
land residents in the area closest to the projedining he cannot estimate how long itwould = “SCC is an independent agency. Decisions
as well as from high ground throughout théake the SCC to review the state’s first requefitmakes can only be appealed to Virginia's
county. from a wind-generating utility, which could supreme Court,” Farmer added.

U.S. Wind Force applied to the West Vircome from Highland New Wind Development. - Farmer says he knows there has been some
ginia Public Service Commission for a cerBy comparison, one very small wind plant fogiscussion at the federal level about putting
tificate to construct and operate the plant. THe landfill in Chesterfield County (16 megadecisions about power plants and transmission
developer reminded PSC that it has built moi&atts) took about one year to approve; somges under federal control. At least one draft
than 25 wind projects around the world, inlarger utilities’ requests have taken up to thregs the still-stalled energy bill contained lan-
cluding its subsidiary Mt. Storm Wind Forceyears. “Bigger facilities take longer,” he saidguage about “regional transmission corridors”
LLC project in Grant and Tucker counties thatA lot depends on the size and location, anghat could be created to improve the nation’s
had been approved by the commission, pll@cal opposition.” The Chesterfield plant didyrid reliability in response to last year's north-
two plants under U.S. Wind Force in Weshot require a public hearing. But a 1,400-meg@astern power outages. The idea is to make it
Virginia and Maryland totaling 190 megaWatt gas facility proposed in Loudoun Countyasier for utilities to build new lines or up-
watts. had so much opposition the applicant eventgrade older ones, under the oversight of the

U.S. Wind Force asked West Virginia’s PS@lly withdrew its request, Farmer said.  Federal Energy Regulatory Commission.
for an expedited review of its application in SCC is not establishing any guidelines <t was an issue,” Farmer said. “There was
order to take advantage of federal productioghead of time for wind projects like the PSGalk about making the decisions on the local
tax credits. The PSC denied the company’s rhough Farmer said some SCC staff might hgve| a federal process instead of a state pro-
quest to speed things up, saying it needs md@ning up on the technology in general, knowess in order to do it faster, like natural gas
information (see sidebar). ing there’s a possibility an application mighfines.” There are some who believe getting

At Monday’s meeting of Pendleton citizend>e submitted. “We know wind energy has beejights of way from property owners takes too
concerned about the Liberty Gap projecfromoted in Virginia by the Department ofiong, and utilities cannot improve their trans-
speaker Dan Boone, an expert on wind energ%gesa Minerals and Energy,” he said. “Andnjssion capacity at a rate that keeps up with
development, said opponents need to get théile Department of Environmental Quality haghe demand for power. “That's not my personal
testimony on the record with the PSC. In higeen involved in some groups promoting win@pinion,” Farmer said, but this country does
experience with a similar project in Maryland€nergy.” Farmer pointed to the Virginia Windhot have a true “interstate highway system”
he said, “most state agencies then didn't halergy Collaborative out of James Madisofpr transmitting power from one part of the
a clue” about what impact turbines have ok/niversity in Harrisonburg. “They're the onescountry to other areas — it's more of a patch-
their environment and property values. “Théhat have been really pushing it, that group anglork of private and public utilities.
staff at these agencies were swamped, and tHi§ DMME are involved.” But SCC does not  Some states, like Pennsylvania and Mary-
was not flagged as an important issue. | thiffkve a role until an application is actually suhand, have added “renewable portfolio stan-
they regret it now. Let your opinion be knowriitted for a utility. dards.” These require any utility selling power
(to West Virginia’s PSC),” he told them. At SCC, Farmer says, DEQ usually stepgere to purchase a certain percentage of it

Boone said a PSC representative had d4? to coordinate many other state and fedefigbm renewable sources like wind, solar, and
sured him the Liberty Gap project would bégencies to review environmental issues iiomass. Boone says that pressure is driving
thoroughly reviewed according to the agency®articular on any power facility. Though DEQgevelopers to take advantage of the chance to
proposed regulations on wind energy devels involved with VWEC, Farmer says its macreate wind facilities and sell that power at a

opment. “They are well aware of the problemigrials are usually focused on much smallgsremium to utilities under such mandates.
of these things now.” wind turbines, like for homeowners, than




Farmer says there are no such standardsiimpact on the local economy and local em-
Virginia now, but there have been some pr@loyment.” In addition, “Liberty Gap should
liminary discussions about them at the statgrovide certain financial information to assure
level. the commission that the project will not just

Boone told Pendleton County citizens thi®e constructed and then left unoperational on
week to be aware of the mounting pressure e mountain tops of West Virginia.”
wind energy developers and the legislators In Virginia, the SCC also has standards for
who support them. review, which would be applied to Highland

The company'’s application for a certificatdNew Wind Development when the company
to operate the Pendleton plant refers to thhequests a certificate to operate in Highland.
nation’s need for power in supporting its clairiccording to Virginia Code, the commission
the project is needed. “The demand for eleavill permit electric facilities if it finds such a
tricity in the PJM region (which includes High-plant will have “no material adverse effect”
land County) is projected to increase by 10,698n the reliability of other public utilities and
megawatts from 2004 to 2014, which repreif it is “not otherwise contrary to the public
sents a 1.7 percent annual growth rate ovirterest.”
the same period,” the company says in PSC The SCC will consider the effects of the
documentation. project on the environment, and whether those

U.S. Wind Force intends to sell electricityeffects can be mitigated. It will also consider
generated in Pendleton to the wholesale mahe effect of the facility on economic devel-
ket in West Virginia and other locations in th@pment in the state, any improvements in ser-
East Central Area Reliability (ECAR) regionvice reliability that may result from a project,
and the PJM interconnection markets. Thand the goals of advancing competition and

company says the ECAR'’s power capacity isconomic development in Virginia.
expected to decline from 19 percent nowto 5 © Dec. 17, 2004, Anne Adams, Recorder
percent in 2013 if more capacity is not inPublishing of Va. Inc.

stalled. Furthermore, it says, 68 percent of the
ECAR capacity will be 30 years old or more

by 2013, and 40 percent will be 40 years old
or more, and that aging capacity “could lead
to lower generating capacity due to normal de-
terioration and obsolescence.”

U.S. Wind Force “asserted that approxi-
mately 91 percent of the existing generating
capacity in the ECAR region is fired by fossil
fuels and the bulk of this capacity is in older
coal-fired units.”

In order to meet the Dec. 31, 2005, dead-
line for production tax credits, the developer
told the PSC it would need to begin construc-
tion by May 1, 2005. “The applicant further
asserted that wind power projects are not eco-
nomically feasible without the production tax
credits. Thus, the applicant requested that its
application be reviewed on an expedited ba-
sis,” and that PSC issue its final order no later
than March 1, 2005.

The legal division of the PSC, however,
“believes there are several issues which must
be addressed,” according to its case docu-
ments. “First and foremost, the legal division
notes that this application did not contain the
detailed information needed before staff can
fully conduct its investigation.”

The PSC told U.S. Wind Force that if it
cannot provide the details by Dec. 27, it may
need to re-file an application later. “The com-
mission has a short time clock to conduct what
will be an intensive review. Thus, the com-
mission should not be short-changed simply
because the applicant was not fully prepared
when making its initial filing.”

The PSC notes it must “appraise and bal-
ance the interests of the public, the general
interests of the state and local economy, and
the interests of the applicant.” The PSC can
approve the project only if it determines that
the project will result in “substantial positive

A quick look

m U.S. Wind Force has built more than
25 wind projects around the world.

m The company has asked West
Virginia’s public service commission to
speed up a review of its application for
the Liberty Gap project.

m PSC has declined to accelerate the
review, saying it needs more
information about the project, like site
maps, financial statements, and
environmental reviews.

m In Virginia, the State Corporation
Commission will need to review a
similar application from Highland New
Wind Development to issue a certificate.

m The SCC’s principal concerns are
whether a project is in the general
public interest, and whether economic
benefits flow to the localities where
they’re located.




