Xcel, Vestas Put State on Wind Power Map
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It's one thing to be among the top wind- power-producing states. 

It's another thing to be a top manufacturer of wind turbines that are used by all wind power states. 

Xcel Energy, Colorado's biggest utility, and Danish company Vestas have put the state on the wind power map. 

The utility in 2007 retained its No. 1 status in wind-generated electricity for the third year in a row. It had 2,635 megawatts of wind power, including 1,060 megawatts in Colorado - more than any other investor-owned utility in the United States. 

On the manufacturing end, the Danish energy company Vestas too has ambitious plans in Colorado. 

Since its announcement in early 2007 to build a plant in Windsor, Vestas has: 

* Opened the first U.S. wind-blade manufacturing facility in Windsor in March, employing 650. 

* In August announced it will spend $290 million to build two more plants in Brighton that will make blades and turbine units. 

* Later in August chose Pueblo as the site of a factory to build the towers that support its wind turbines, the biggest in the world. 

In fact, by 2010, Vestas plan to spend $680 million at its Colorado plants and employ 2,450. 

In a down economy, not many companies in any industry in Colorado are putting up that much investment and creating that many jobs. 

"We are moving forward with our plans; nothing has changed," said Roby Roberts, Vestas' vice president of government relations. 

Thousands of job seekers flocked to its booth at recent job fairs in Brighton, Longmont and other cities. 

"The response from Coloradans have been wonderful. This is a good time to hire people," Roberts said. "When we chose Colorado, we knew there would be an available work force and that has proven to be true." 

Vestas has pulled wind-power companies to Colorado. In June, Siemens Energy, an arm of the giant German multinational, said it will establish its U.S. wind turbine research center in Boulder. 

Soon after, Connecticut-based Hexcel, a producer of carbon fiber and advanced materials that supplies parts to Vestas, said it will build a plant in Windsor next year. 

"We are seeing a cluster effect," said Craig Cox of Interwest Energy Alliance, a Denver group that lobbies for the wind industry, "because of the long-term policy and support of the Ritter administration." 

Gov. Bill Ritter has been a champion of wind, solar and other renewable energy sources since his campaign days. 

He says he first picked the term "new energy economy" from the spouse of a staff member before the term became popular with President Bill Clinton and President-elect Barack Obama. 

Under Ritter's watch, Colorado doubled its renewable energy goal in 2006 and enacted state laws that require larger utilities to receive 20 percent of their electricity from solar, wind or biomass sources by 2020. The initial goal, approved by voters in 2004, required utilities to get 10 percent of their electricity from renewables by 2015. 

Harnessing Colorado's gusty winds has been left more or less to Xcel Energy. 

Consider this: Today, the state has 1,068 megawatts of wind power. Of that, only 8 megawatts belong to a handful of cities and municipalities, and the rest is either owned or bought by Xcel. 

This year, Xcel didn't press any new wind farm into service, and the amount of wind power stayed the same. 

In 2007, Xcel added 775 megawatts worth of new projects, bringing Colorado's total to 1,067 megawatts from 292 megawatts in the prior year. 

Construction of new projects will gain momentum in 2009 because Xcel is seeking 150 megawatts of new projects and likely will announce plans for an additional 800 megawatts. 

Xcel says these projects, once online, will put the utility in compliance with the state's renewable energy goal well ahead of the target year. 

One megawatt of wind power serves roughly 250 to 300 customers. 

Colorado's retail wind projects have lagged behind due to inconsistent federal policies, according to Cox. 

"The on-again, off-again production tax credit for the wind industry created bottlenecks in the market place," he said. "Companies don't know if the market will be there in one or two years. If we have inconsistent policies, we will continue to have hiccups in the market." 

A federal production tax credit that allows investors to claim 1.9 cents per kilowatt/hour of wind generation as credits was set to expire today. The American Wind Energy Association had warned the expiration of the tax credit would put 116,000 jobs and $19 billion in clean energy investment at risk. 

Then in October, U.S. senators modified a Wall Street bailout plan by extending the tax credit for eight years. 

Sen. Ken Salazar, D-Colo., who supported the extension, said the tax breaks will benefit Colorado and create jobs. 

"More than 1,000 renewable energy companies in Colorado are creating jobs, and we are seeing many parts of the state beginning to flower because of renewable energy," he said. "The tax credits in the legislation . . . will have huge potential for Colorado." 

Mercury Cafe in downtown Denver is one small business that opted for wind energy and now wants more. 

In 2006, it installed a pair of 400-watt turbines, about 40 feet tall and 4 feet in diameter, on its rooftop to provide a portion of its electricity needs. Today, the cafe owner Marilyn Megenity wants taller, more powerful wind turbines to not only get clean power but also show off the technology to the neighbors and customers. 

Megenity hopes Denver will upgrade its permitting and building laws to facilitate bigger wind projects. 

"All the big skyscrapers downtown should have dozens of windmills on top of them," she said. "We should have windmills on every parking lot, and on top of electric poles that hold up the power lines. 

"And we should have solar panels everywhere - so if the grid went out, people would have their own power."

