Despite the feel good idea of using the sun and wind
as energy sources to replace conventional generation,
some folks choose to ignore...

The
Realities
of
Renewable
Energy

Forcing Florida utilities to replace their baseload generation with renewable energy sources will result in consumers paying higher electricity bills
By Wayne Mattox, Kilowatt editor

T

he idea that Florida can
replace nearly a quarter
of its conventional
electricity generation with
renewable energy sources has
gotten a lot of favorable press.
Last month, a North Florida
newspaper editorialized that
renewable energy sources like
solar and biofuel resources offer
great potential. They wrote that
the Florida Legislature should
require utilities to obtain 20
percent of their electricity from
renewable sources by 2020. The
editorial urged that a “renewable
energy standard” be created
for the state’s utilities to follow
because 29 other states already
have a renewable standard.
A renewable energy standard
would require utilities to obtain
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20 percent or more of their
total generation capacity from
renewable energy sources, such
as photovoltaic panels, wind
turbines, biomass generators and
landfill gas. The editorial also
claimed that a renewable energy
standard would put Florida on
a path to prosperity and create
many clean jobs.
While the media likes
to cheerlead the merits of
renewable energy, there is
another side to this story that
deserves attention.
Gov. Charlie Crist has
championed renewable energy
options and efforts to address
global warming since he took
office in 2006. Last year, an
energy bill was introduced that
would have required utilities
to generate 20 percent of their
electricity from renewable

sources by 2020 and it promoted
new solar development. It was
approved by the Senate but the
House never took the bill up
before the regular session ended.
This year, lawmakers have been
embroiled in battles over the
state’s budget, education bills,
finding ways to revive the state’s
economy and address high
unemployment.
While it might seem like
Florida lawmakers have
been dragging their feet on a
renewable energy standard,
it’s likely they’re simply not
enthusiastic about imposing
mandates on utilities that would
result in higher priced electricity
for consumers, especially at a
time of high unemployment and
a weak economy.
Actually, when it comes
to using renewable energy
sources, the state’s larger
utilities haven’t been waiting on
legislative mandates. They’ve
been pursuing renewable
energy options by building
solar projects and utilizing
biomass and landfill gas
for small generation plants.
Seminole Electric Co-op, which
supplies electricity to Clay
Electric and nine other electric
co-ops in Florida, is a leader
in this regard, with 4 percent
of its generation coming from
sources like biomass and landfill
gas generators. For Seminole,
landfill gas is one of the most
reliable and cost-effective forms
of renewable energy.
Other utilities are moving
forward with renewable energy
projects. Last fall, a large
investor-owned utility opened
a large solar plant in Arcadia,
Fla. that’s capable of generating
25 megawatts of electricity. A
10-megawatt solar plant at the
Kennedy Space Center near
Titusville began operating
in April that’s capable of
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generating electricity for around
1,000 homes. Other utilities have
announced intentions to build
solar projects.
One of the chief problems
utilities face with photovoltaic
and wind energy sources is
their intermittency. Photovoltaic
systems don’t produce electricity
at optimum efficiency when
it’s cloudy or overcast, and no
generation occurs between dusk
and dawn. PV systems generate
best when the sun is overhead,
and some systems can track the
sun across the sky to boost their
energy production. But still, in
central Florida, a PV system’s
“productive capacity” is less
than 20 percent, according to
the Florida Solar Center. Wind
generation isn’t seen as a reliable
energy source in Florida because
of the lack of sufficient winds
to power the turbines, unlike
regions like the Midwest that are
breezy most of the time.
The ability to capture
electricity generated from solar
and wind energy sources and
store it for use when it’s needed
presents a huge challenge.
Sophisticated batteries that
can handle this task may be
available in the future, but until
that happens utilities will be
hampered in their ability to
depend on renewable energy
sources. To address this issue,
the U.S. Department of Energy
last fall awarded a $3.6 million
grant that will enable several

Walk with the wise and become
wise; associate with fools and get
into trouble.
Proverbs 13:20
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state universities to work with
electric utilities on what is
called the Sunshine State Solar
Grid Initiative. This five-year
project will study the effects
of integrating photovoltaic
generated electricity into the
state’s power grid.
While the public may be
enamored with renewable
energy, actually getting a project
built is another matter. A plan to
build a huge solar project in the
desert of southeastern California
was met with protests from
Congress and environmentalists
who want to preserve the desert
scenery. A huge wind farm off
Cape Cod in the Northeast was
recently approved, but only after
nine years of intense opposition.
It could still face legal challenges.
In California, a 2008 study of
a wind farm at Altamont Pass
estimated the whirling blades
killed an average of 80 golden
eagles and 10,000 birds annually.
Lawsuits by wildlife groups will
likely occur. Here in Florida, a
proposed biomass generation
facility in Alachua County has
environmentalists worried that
fuel for the plant might lead to
the destruction of pristine forests.
It’s evident that utilities
in Florida have been adding
renewable energy to their
generation portfolios when the
projects were cost effective or the
utilities were able to recoup the
cost of the projects.
The reality is that utilities will
be hard pressed to find enough

renewable energy sources in the
state to meet a renewable energy
standard of 20 percent. Requiring
utilities to build or buy high
cost, less available renewable
capacity, “at any price,” to meet
an arbitrary target, doesn’t make
sense because of the huge impact
it would have on consumers’
electricity bills. America’s electric
system is highly reliable because
fossil-fueled and nuclear plants
are highly reliable, efficient and
operating around the clock.
Connecting a large number of
renewable (and intermittent)
energy sources to the grid
is a potential prescription
for problems, like energy
fluctuations, grid destablization
and power outages. These issues
should be addressed before
any renewable mandates are
considered by lawmakers.
The Legislature has shown
good judgment in its hesitation
to mandate a renewable energy
standard. Utilities understand
that renewable energy projects
will be a part of their generation
portfolios, and more projects
will be built as the technology
evolves and renewables become
more cost effective and practical.
The Legislature has encouraged conservation and energy
efficiency efforts with consumers,
and that helps slow down the
demand for energy. An arbitrary
renewable energy mandate on
utilities will only serve to drive
up electricity bills for consumers
and businesses.

Fish fillets with vegetables
1/4 cup margarine; 1 cup julienne
carrots; 1 cup julienne celery; 3/4 cup
sliced onion; 2 Tbs water; 1 Tsp dried
leaf thyme, crumbled; 1/2 Tsp dried
basil, crumbled; 1/2 Tsp salt; 1/8 Tsp
pepper; 4 fish fillets cut 3/4-inch thick
(about 1.5 lbs)
In large skillet, melt margarine; saute

carrots, celery and onion until tender;
stir in water, thyme, basil, salt & pepper; simmer, covered for 1 minute.
Arrange fish fillets over vegetables;
spoon pan liquids over fish. Cover,
cook over low heat until fish flakes.
Makes 4 servings. Thanks to Candy
Ludwig of Astor for this recipe.
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