New group touts renewables
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DOUGLAS -- The organizer of a renewable energy coalition hopes the group will serve as a clearinghouse of information, resources and education in the state.

At the same time, the coalition will advocate for renewable energy such as wind, geothermal and solar power and biofuels, and will promote improved electrical transmission capability, executive director Ed Werner said.

After a year of informal meetings with a group of people interested in renewable energy, Werner realized more than a spirit of cooperation was needed. The new coalition should foster that as an “information broker” and as a hub to bring renewables into mainstream practice, he said.

Membership in the Renewable Energy Coalition of Wyoming costs $25 a year for individuals, businesses and other entities interested in developing and advocating for renewable energy. Participants will help identify needs for education, policy changes and collaboration. At the same time, the coalition will serve as a link between private landowners and companies interested in developing wind resources.
Werner expects the coalition to push renewable energy interest into a mainstream practice. Scott Kane, co-owner of Creative Energies of Lander, hopes that is the case. His company develops and installs renewable energy systems for commercial and residential use.

“A coalition or advocacy group of this sort will be very valuable for Wyoming,” Kane said. “With luck, what we’ll be able to do with this renewable energy coalition is to catalyze the efforts of dozens of other groups around the state."

The group could take an active role in state rulemaking, he suggested, to create a more favorable environment for renewable energy use. At its simplest form, public policy advocacy could involve lobbying for tax credits or subsidies, he said.

“Energy issues are so pervasive right now -- everybody’s talking about it,” Kane said. “These issues can’t be taken care of by a group or two. It’s got to be all sectors.”

He noted that renewable energy technologies are fairly well developed, but companies like his have a hard time persuading the public that an extra investment on the front end will pay off over the long term.

“People need to learn what’s out there,” he said, suggesting a key role for the coalition could be public education. “This stuff is not magic or futuristic. It works right now.”

Werner said renewables could become mainstream once people have solid information on which to base their decisions, and once the costs are comparable to traditional energy.

“Ultimately, it has to be economically feasible,” Werner said. “That doesn’t mean it has to have a cash-flow payback. There are other ways to make sense economically. But it’s got to be close -- that’s when other values can make the swing.”

Those values could be as simple as patriotism, a desire for the country to be energy-independent, or concern for the environment, he said.

Steve Waddington, executive director of the Wyoming Infrastructure Authority, said he sees value in participating in the coalition.

“It will help get the information out to landowners as well as the development community of the richness of the resource we have to develop in Wyoming, converting our wind into electricity,” Waddington said.

The Infrastructure Authority’s job is to facilitate new transmission lines so power plants and other generators can move power to markets, he added.
