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October Meeting Announcement
The Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative and 

Monetizing Energy Efficiency Certificates
 
The Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) recently completed its first round offering of RGGI credits, ushering in a new chapter on the issues surrounding Green House Gas initiatives. This AEE chapter session will present highlights of this rapidly developing GHG market. Our discussion will describe RGGI's mission and touch on market developments and trends including both the short and long term expectations of market participants. We will explore market "seams" issues such as how the RGGI Initiatives are impacted by neighboring states not currently involved in the RGGI program and how these programs interface with state agencies such as the New York State Research and Development Authority. We will also hear from a firm that specializes in the verification of energy and carbon offset projects to create Energy Efficiency Certificates which can be monetized in states with participating markets.
 
These experts offer insight on the current and future state of green house gas and carbon offset initiatives. Their experience may open your eyes to important new opportunities for your business.

 
Speakers:       Jonathan Schrag, Executive Director, RGGI
                        Lee Smith, Senior Project Manager, NYSERDA
                        Matthew Rosenblum, CEO, NeuWing Energy
 
When:

Tuesday, October 21, 2008   5:30-8:00pm 
                    
(sandwiches & networking at 5:30, presentations begin at 6:00)

 

Where:

NOTE NEW LOCATION 

Duane Morris 

1540 Broadway, 14th Floor

Enter on North Side of 45th Street, near Broadway


Visitors sent by security to 14th Floor

 
Entry Fee:
$20 for chapter members, $25 for non-members
 
Reminder: 
Chapter sessions generally carry Continuing Education Units
 

 

2008-09 AEE-NY Advance Planning Calendar (Third Tuesdays)
 
Nov 18
Benchmarking/M&V
Jan 20
All You Ever Wanted to Know About Heating and More
Feb 17
Field Visit: Con Ed East River Station
Mar 17  
 Public Policy:PlaNYC: 15 x 15
Apr 21
Wireless Technologies
May 19
Energy Efficiency in Multifamily Housing
June 16
Annual Awards Gala
 

Current NY Chapter AEE Sponsors:
Association for Energy Affordability
    Con Ed Solutions    Energy Curtailment Specialists   EME Group      Con Edison    M-Core Credit Corporation    PB Power   Syska Hennessy Group    Trystate Mechanical Inc.

End Seen to New York Building Boom 

By Charles V, Bagli, NYTimes, Oct 15  08

New York City’s long-running building boom will peak this year, before new office and residential projects peter out in the coming years and the number of construction jobs falls by almost 30,000 by 2010, according to a report released on Tuesday by the New York Building Congress. 


The building congress, a trade group for construction and real estate companies, estimates that construction spending on new housing, office towers, stadiums, subway tunnels and schools will decline slightly in 2009 before falling to $26.2 billion in 2010, from $33.8 billion this year. But even that forecast may be a bit optimistic.


The report noted that construction had already begun on “the majority of the 15 office towers factored into the 2009 and 2010 estimates.” But at least one-third of those projects are already in doubt, given the flagging economy, turmoil on Wall Street and the virtual disappearance of construction financing for new projects.


Few if any real estate and construction executives believe that JPMorgan Chase will build a new tower downtown, at Greenwich and Cedar Streets, as it announced last year that it would, now that it has bought Bear Stearns and Bear’s Midtown headquarters.


Vornado Realty Trust, one of the city’s biggest commercial landlords, suspended its plan to build a 23-story, $435 million headquarters for Major League Baseball’s cable network, after it failed to secure additional tenants and financing. Vornado’s effort to build a 1.3 million-square-foot office tower over the Port Authority Bus Terminal on 42nd Street is also “dormant,” a company executive conceded.


Stephen Sigmund, a spokesman for the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, disputed the notion that Vornado’s tower over the bus terminal was stalled, saying that planning continues apace with the developer, who is required to meet very specific goals and timetables for the project.


“This is such an uncertain situation that it is almost impossible to say with confidence what the forecast for the construction market will be over the next several years,” said Richard T. Anderson, the building congress’s president. “That’s why we posed two scenarios.”


In the first instance, said Mr. Anderson, who delivered the report to a somber crowd of construction and real estate executives at the Hilton New York, the downturn is short-lived as the federal government steps in to ease the credit crunch, preserving thousands of jobs and projects.


But a more gloomy situation, he said, involves a prolonged downturn, with private projects coming to a standstill while government slashes funding for mass transit projects, new schools and infrastructure. Currently, capital spending by city, state and federal governments accounts for about half of all construction activity in the city.


“You’ve just got to be optimistic,” Kenneth J. Knuckles, chief executive of the Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone Development Corporation, whispered to the executive next to him during the presentation.


The warning signs, however, are everywhere. Unemployment is inching upward, and commercial landlords are nervously gauging the impact of the continuing consolidation of the city’s all-important financial industry.


Vacant space in the city’s office towers is no longer hard to find. In Midtown alone, more than 20.9 million square feet of space is available, according to the latest report by Newmark Knight Frank, a real estate broker. The availability rate — the amount of space vacant or available — rose to 10.2 percent in September, up from 8.2 percent a year ago.


Housing construction is also expected to slow drastically, after a spectacular four years in which new apartments, mostly condominiums, were built in virtually every neighborhood in the city. The boom was fueled by a growing demand for housing and the Bloomberg administration’s efforts to rezone areas like Williamsburg and the Far West Side of Manhattan for high-rise construction.


The report estimated that 35,700 housing units would be built this year, up from 31,900 last year. But by 2010, that number is expected to drop to 18,500. At the same time, the number of construction jobs would fall 23 percent — to 100,250 from a record 130,100 this year. 


The report confirms that construction and real estate activity tends to be a lagging indicator of economic health. Projects that got under way in the last two years are going forward despite a flagging economy. But experts say that new projects are being delayed.


“The thing that’s reassuring is how much work is under way,” Mr. Anderson said. “This is a very large construction market.”


Even if construction spending falls to $26.2 billion in 2010, from an estimated $33.8 billion this year, that is still a considerable sum, he said.


The Goldman Sachs headquarters near ground zero is nearing completion, as is a tower at 42nd Street and Eighth Avenue and a smaller tower at 510 Madison Avenue in Midtown. The steel for the Freedom Tower at ground zero is rising above street level, and uptown, Boston Properties says it will move forward with its proposed office tower at 55th Street and Eighth Avenue.


The big question, Mr. Anderson said, is whether the city and state will continue their commitment to capital spending on subway expansions, schools and other projects, or be forced to slash their budgets as tax revenues from Wall Street and real estate fall sharply.


The Bloomberg administration has already stretched out its four-year capital budget to five years. But Seth W. Pinsky, president of the city’s Economic Development Corporation, told construction executives on Tuesday that the Bloomberg administration would continue to maintain important city services and build for the future, with the redevelopment of Willets Point in Queens and the development of a large-scale affordable housing project at Hunters Point South, on the East River waterfront.
Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company 
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DON’T do your Energy Savings project without us!
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FQUIPMENT FINANCING



M-Core Has The Answer!





M-Core™ provides energy savings project financing to Co-Ops, Condo’s, small 







and large businesses, Non-profits and Municipalities.  
We are NYSERDA Energy $martSM Loan EXPERTS

No capital outlay    - Favorable terms  

Chillers, Boilers, Lighting, Solar and much more
If you are interested in learning more about how M-Core™ can assist you with project financing needs, please call Michael Weisberg at 845-369-8777 ext. 21. Michael@m-corecredit.com   21 Par Rd. Montebello, NY 10901-3937

Energy vs. Water: Solving Both Crises Together

Water is needed to generate energy. Energy is needed to deliver water. Both resources are limiting the other—and both may be running short.

Is there a way out?

By Michael E. Webber, Scientific American, Oct 22  08 

In June the state of Florida made an unusual announcement: it would sue the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers over the corps’s plan to reduce water flow from reservoirs in Georgia into the Apalachicola River, which runs through Florida from the Georgia-Alabama border. Florida was concerned that the restricted flow would threaten certain endangered species. Alabama also objected, worried about another species: nuclear power plants, which use enormous quantities of water, usually drawn from rivers and lakes, to cool their big reactors. The reduced flow raised the specter that the Farley Nuclear Plant near Dothan, Ala., would need to shut down.


Georgia wanted to keep its water for good reason: a year earlier various rivers dropped so low that the drought-stricken state was within a few weeks of shutting down its own nuclear plants. Conditions had become so dire that by this past January one of the state’s legislators suggested that Georgia move its upper border a mile farther north to annex freshwater resources in Tennessee, pointing to an allegedly faulty border survey from 1818. Throughout 2008 Georgia, Alabama and Florida have continued to battle; the corps, which is tasked by Congress to manage water resources, has been caught in the middle. Drought is only one cause. A rapidly growing population, especially in Atlanta, as well as overdevelopment and a notorious lack of water planning, is running the region’s rivers dry.


Water and energy are the two most fundamental ingredients of modern civilization. Without water, people die. Without energy, we cannot grow food, run computers, or power homes, schools or offices. As the world’s population grows in number and affluence, the demands for both resources are increasing faster than ever.


Woefully underappreciated, however, is the reality that each of these precious commodities might soon cripple our use of the other. We consume massive quantities of water to generate energy, and we consume massive quantities of energy to deliver clean water. Many people are concerned about the perils of peak oil—running out of cheap oil. A few are voicing concerns about peak water. But almost no one is addressing the tension between the two: water restrictions are hampering solutions for generating more energy, and energy problems, particularly rising prices, are curtailing efforts to supply more clean water.


The paradox is raising its ugly head in many of our own backyards. In January, Lake Norman near Charlotte, N.C., dropped to 93.7 feet, less than a foot above the minimum allowed level for Duke Energy’s McGuire Nuclear Station. Outside Las Vegas, Lake Mead, fed by the Colorado River, is now routinely 100 feet lower than historic levels. If it dropped another 50 feet, the city would have to ration water use, and the huge hydroelectric turbines inside Hoover Dam on the lake would provide little or no power, potentially putting the booming desert metropolis in the dark.


Research scientist Gregory J. McCabe of the U.S. Geological Survey reiterated the message to Congress in June. He noted that an increase in average temperature of even 1.5 degrees Fahrenheit across the Southwest as the result of climate change could compromise the Colorado River’s ability to meet the water demands of Nevada and six other states, as well as that of the Hoover Dam. Earlier this year scientists at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography in La Jolla, Calif., declared that Lake Mead could become dry by 2021 if the climate changes as expected and future water use is not curtailed.


Conversely, San Diego, which desperately needs more drinking water, now wants to build a desalination plant up the coast, but local activists are fighting the facility because it would consume so much energy and the power supply is thin. The mayor of London denied a proposed desalination plant in 2006 for the same reason, only to have his successor later rescind that denial. Cities in Uruguay must choose whether they want the water in their reservoirs to be used for drinking or for electricity. Saudi Arabia is wrestling with whether to sell all its oil and gas at rec​ord prices or to hold more of those resources to generate what it doesn’t have: freshwater for its people and its cities.


We cannot build more power plants without realizing that they impinge on our freshwater supplies. And we cannot build more water delivery and cleaning facilities without driving up energy demand. Solving the dilemma requires new national policies that integrate energy and water solutions and innovative technologies that help to boost one resource without draining the other.

Vicious Cycle

The earth holds about eight million cubic miles of freshwater—tens of thousands of times more than humans’ annual consumption. Unfortunately, most of it is imprisoned in underground reservoirs and in permanent ice and snow cover; relatively little is stored in easily accessible and replenishable lakes and rivers.


Furthermore, the available water is often not clean or not located close to population centers. Phoenix gets a large share of its freshwater via a 336-mile aqueduct from, of course, the Colorado River. Municipal supplies are also often contaminated by industry, agriculture and wastewater effluents. According to the World Health Organization, approximately 2.4 billion people live in highly water-stressed areas. Two primary solutions—shipping in water over long distances or cleaning nearby but dirty supplies—both require large amounts of energy, which is soaring in price.


Nationwide, the two greatest users of freshwater are agriculture and power plants. Thermal power plants—those that consume coal, oil, natural gas or uranium—generate more than 90 percent of U.S. electricity, and they are water hogs. The sheer amount required to cool the plants impacts the available supply to everyone else. And although a considerable portion of the water is eventually returned to the source (some evaporates), when it is emitted it is at a different temperature and has a different biological content than the source, threatening the environment. Whether this effluent should be processed is contentious; the Supreme Court is set to hear a consolidation of cases about the Environmental Protection Agency’s requirements that power plants retrofit their systems to minimize impact on local water supplies and aquatic life.


At the same time, we use a lot of energy to move and treat water, sometimes across vast distances. The California Aqueduct, which transports snowmelt across two mountain ranges to the thirsty coastal cities, is the biggest electricity consumer in the state. As convenient resources become tapped out, provi​ders must dig deeper and reach farther. Countries that have large populations but isolated water sources are considering daunting megaprojects. China, for example, wants to transport water from three river basins in the water-rich south over thousands of miles to the water-poor north, consuming vast energy supplies. Old-guard investors such as T. Boone Pickens who made their billions from oil and natural gas are now putting their money into water, including one project to pipe it across Texas. Cities such as El Paso are also trying to develop desalination plants positioned above salty aquifers, which require remarkable amounts of energy—and money.


In addition, local municipalities have to clean incoming water and treat outgoing water, which together consume about 3 percent of the nation’s electricity. Health standards typically get stricter with time, too, so the degree of energy that needs to be spent per gallon will only increase.

From Imported Oil to Domestic Water

The strains between the resources manifest themselves in tough choices at the local level—especially in land- and water-locked regions such as the desert Southwest. Is it better for a city to import fresh​water or to import electricity to desalinate brackish water in deep aquifers below? Or is it better yet to move the people to where the water is? With infinite energy, freshwater can be reached, but even if the public coffers were unlimited, policymakers are under pressure to limit carbon emissions. And with climate change possibly altering the cycles of droughts, floods and rainfall, burning more energy to get more water might be doubly dire. The challenges get even tougher because the U.S. has finally conceded that the best way to fix its energy and security problems is to break its dependence on imported oil. This new view is reflected in the Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007 and other legislation. Because the transportation sector is a major oil consumer—and a major carbon emitter—it is on the short list of targets for radical change by policymakers, innovators and entrepreneurs. The two most popular choices to replace gasoline appear to be electricity for plug-in vehicles and biofuels. Both paths have merits, but both are more water-​intensive than our current system.


Plug-in vehicles are particularly appealing because it is easier to manage the emissions from 1,500 power plants than from hundreds of millions of tailpipes. The electrical infrastructure is already in place. But the power sector swallows water. Compared with producing gasoline for a car, generating electricity for a plug-in hybrid-electric or all-electric vehicle withdraws 10 times as much water and consumes up to three times as much water per mile, according to studies done at the University of Texas at Austin.


Biofuels are worse. Recent analyses indicate that the entire production cycle—from growing irrigated crops on a farm to pumping biofuel into a car—can consume 20 or more times as much water for every mile traveled than the production of gasoline. When scaling up to the 2.7 trillion miles that U.S. passenger vehicles travel a year, water could well become a limiting factor. Municipalities are already fighting over water supplies with the booming biofuels industry: citizens in the Illinois towns of Champaign and Urbana recently opposed a local ethanol plant’s petition to withdraw two million gallons a day from the local aquifer to produce 100 million gallons of ethanol a year. Resistance will grow as ranchers’ wells run dry.


Whether proponents realize it or not, any plan to switch from gasoline to electricity or biofuels is a strategic decision to switch our dependence from foreign oil to domestic water. Although that choice might seem more appealing than reducing energy consumption, we would be wise to first make sure we have the necessary water.

New Mind-set Needed, Too

Regardless of which energy source the U.S., or the world, might favor, water is ultimately more important than oil because it is more immediately crucial for life, and there is no substitute. And it seems we are approaching an era of peak water—the lack of cheap water. The situation should already be considered a crisis, but the public has not grasped the urgency.


The public has indeed become more open-minded about the risks of peak oil, which vary from the dire (mass starvation and resource wars) to the blasé (markets bring forth new technologies that save the day). Supply shortages and skyrocketing prices have ratcheted up confidence in the claims of the “peakers.” Policy levers and market forces are being deployed to find a substitute for affordable oil.


What will it take for us to make the leap for water and, better yet, to consider both issues as one? When the projections for declining oil production are overlaid with the increasing demand for water, the risks become severe. Because water is increasingly energy-intensive to produce, we will likely be relying on fossil fuels for pumping water from deeper aquifers or for moving it through longer pipelines. Any peak in oil production could force a peak in water production. Peak oil might cause some human suffering, but peak water would have more extreme consequences: millions already die every year from limited access to freshwater, and the number could grow by an order of magnitude.


Perhaps signposts will wake our collective minds. Kansas lost a lawsuit to Missouri recently over interstate water use, causing Kansan farmers to reconfigure how they will grow their crops. Rationing should certainly put society on notice, and it is beginning. My hometown of Austin, Tex., now imposes strict lawn-watering restrictions. California, suffering record low snowfalls, has issued statewide requirements for municipal water conservation and rationing of water that are reminiscent of gasoline controls in the 1970s.


Someday we might look back with a curious nostalgia at the days when profligate homeowners wastefully sprayed their lawns with liquid gold to make the grass grow, just so they could then burn black gold to cut it down on the weekends. Our children and grandchildren will wonder why we were so dumb.

Forcing Solutions

The rising tension between water and energy is troubling, but it also presents an opportunity. We can tackle the problem. The first step is to integrate U.S. policymaking processes. Although the two resources are highly interdependent, energy and water regulators operate separately, with different funding streams, accountability mechanisms, government oversight and legislative committees. Instead of water planners assuming they will have all the energy they need and energy planners assuming they will have all the water they need, we must get them in the same room to make decisions.


The federal government has long had a Department of Energy but does not have a Department of Water. The EPA oversees water quality, and the U.S. Geological Survey is responsible for collecting data and monitoring supply, but no federal agency ensures the effective use of water. Congress should create a single overseer, possibly in the Department of the Interior (because of water’s environmental importance) or the Department of Commerce (because of its role in the economy). Partly because water has historically been produced locally, most regulatory responsibility has been pushed down to the state and municipal levels. Local policies can readily fail, however, when aquifers, rivers and watersheds span multiple cities or states. What happens when another city takes your water?


Federal energy and water agencies should then develop a plan for integrated policy making. For example, when power plant owners seek building permits for a given site they must show that the new installations will meet EPA air-quality standards; similar requirements from a new agency should have to be met for water usage. Energy planners should be in the room when their counterparts debate issuing water permits, to raise concerns about greater electricity demand. When siting and permitting are considered for power plants, water experts should be there to comment on any potentially elevated risk of scarcity. These interactions can take the form of simple 
collaborations.


The same cross talk should inform climate change legislation. In May, Michael Arceneaux, deputy executive director of the Association of Metropolitan Water Agencies, began a one-person campaign to educate Congress that high-profile bills under consideration, notably those involving carbon cap-and-trade systems, had serious effects on water supplies that were not being considered.


As the U.S. better coordinates policy mak​ing, innovative technologies can reduce the amount of freshwater that society extracts and consumes. Agriculture is the place to start. Drip irrigation (instead of spraying water onto fields, allowing much of it to evaporate) requires much less water and delivers it directly to a crop’s roots. Farmers in the high plains due east of the Colorado River should switch to drip irrigation for their own good. Nearly all of them tap the Ogallala aquifer, the largest in the U.S., and it is being depleted at a rate of 15 billion cubic yards a year—much more than the rainfall and runoff that reaches it to recharge it. Irrigation now accounts for 94 percent of the groundwater used in the entire region.


Consumption by power plants can be significantly reduced by switching from water cooling to air cooling or at least hybrid air-water cooling. Although air systems are more expensive and are less efficient during operation, they virtually eliminate water withdrawal.


Reusing municipal and industrial waste​water will also save supplies and reduce energy consumed to transport them. Although many people cringe at the thought of “toilet to tap” cycles that convert wastewater to drinking water, astronauts onboard the space station and residents in Singapore readily drink treated wastewater every day with no ill effects. Even if that option remains unpalatable to many consumers, municipalities can certainly use reclaimed water for agriculture and industry and, indeed, for cooling power plants.


Engineering advances can also make water treatment much less energy-intensive. For example, Stonybrook Purification in Stony Brook, N.Y., is developing advanced membranes that more efficiently clean wastewater and desalinate saltwater. The inventor who discovered a way to purify water using minimal energy could become the world’s richest person and be forever enshrined.


Intelligent monitors can reduce residential and commercial waste. It is not uncommon to see sprinkler systems spraying lawns at full force in the heat of the afternoon—when evaporation is maximized and irrigation effects are minimized—and in the middle of a rainstorm. Companies such as Accuwater in Austin combine sensors, smart software and Internet connectivity for real-time weather information to better control such systems.


Residents can also spare the energy spent to heat water by widely implementing solar water heating. The simple technology is affordable, reliable, time-tested and pays for itself. But perhaps because the technology doesn’t seem cutting-edge and doesn’t have much backing from the federal government, its market penetration remains small.

We may have to make social choices, too. Conserving energy and water means we might need to give up our young love affair with corn-based ethanol.


More than anything, however, we need to value water. We must move away from a long-standing expectation that water should be free or cheap. If we think water is important, we should put a realistic price on it. Without that, we send a confusing signal that everyone can be blasé about wasting water.


Once true pricing is in place, the U.S. can perhaps go further and show consumers and regulators how much the price of water raises the price of energy and how much the price of energy raises the price of water. These two metrics will bring us face to face with the dilemma of conserving both resources, prompting effective solutions.


Note: This article was originally printed with the title, "Catch-22: Water vs. Energy".
Stop Blaming Cities:

They Are Part of the Solution
A new paper in the journal, Environment and Urbanization claims that the oft quoted statistic, that cities produce 75-80% of total green house gas emissions, is not accurate. According to the author, David Satterthwaite--a researcher at the International Institute for Environment and Development

 HYPERLINK "http://www.iied.org/"  in London, cities are more likely responsible for about 30-40% of such global emissions. His data is based on findings from the UN's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.  

 
“Blaming cities for greenhouse gas emissions misses the point that cities are a large part of the solution,” says the paper’s author, David Satterthwaite... “Well planned, well governed cities can provide high living standards that do not require high consumption levels and high greenhouse gas emissions.”


He goes on to mention that it is quite impossible to see a drastic quality of life difference between residents of Detroit and Copenhagen. The former have a higher footprint than the latter. I would argue that the quality of life in Copenhagen is perhaps higher, but that might have more to do with health-care, economic versatility, and a multitude of other things. 


For those of us interested in planning and the phenomenon of our increasingly urbanized planet, this report is good news. Even though there will certainly be refutes and people striking back against the claims. But it is worth noting that someone is giving acclaim to the concept that cities are actually solutions to environmental problems, if we plan them right. The real problem might be that urbanization in all it's economic, environmental and practical efficiency still must compete with the stereotypical notion that cities are not good places to raise healthy families or have a high quality of life. There are still attractive things about a white picket fence and a two car garage. So reports can be written based on factual evidence and scholars can talk about this ad-nauseum, but we still value small-town America and we have even exported the merits of that picket fence. Until people believe that a Copenhagen lifestyle is better than the lifestyle offered by suburban Detroit, we are spinning wheels. And we will keep spinning them, even at $5 a gallon because this is not just about emissions and numbers and statistics. It is a values issue...just like politics.  

Posted on Oct 6, 2008 by 
The Green Queen Bee 

Financial Woes May Shelve Sustainability

By Scott Carlson, The Chronicle of Higher Education, Oct 9  08 
Recent events on Wall Street and Main Street raise a complicated question: Will the financial crisis help or hurt colleges’ sustainability efforts? Both are possible.


With pundits and politicians talking about how a green economy can save America, it might seem like sustainability’s time has come. After all, sustainability involves knowledge of natural, social, and economic systems, and the recent financial crisis stands as a lesson in system breakdown. The average American is now learning about the unsustainability of an economy based on cheap oil, risky debt, and complicated credit schemes.


At the same time, while sustainability programs might continue to get a lot of play through college marketing departments, the core programs themselves are often financed on a shoestring, especially at small colleges. Low-paid students and recent graduates, with little influence but lots of enthusiasm for environmental issues, frequently serve as sustainability coordinators.


The Wall Street meltdown was bad news to Louise E. Gava, who became St. Lawrence University’s sustainability coordinator after she graduated with a biology degree from the institution last year. “It’s going to hurt us,” she says. St. Lawrence has a significant number of donors from New York’s financial sector. “If we have less money that is kind of slushy, then sustainability will take a hit—that’s inevitable.”


Up to now, Ms. Gava has always pushed sustainability efforts that save money, like energy-efficiency projects. But many sustainability efforts have a return on investment that is difficult to quantify—efforts like educational programs or encouraging local farmers to grow more food for the college. (Projects with an elusive return on investment also happen to be the programs that many students are most interested in.)


She says she was just getting comfortable with proposing such programs when the financial unraveling began.


“They need to happen to make cultural change—and cultural change, while way more important than any financial payback, doesn’t necessarily win approval,” she says. “To get to zero greenhouse-gas emissions, it’s not just going to take putting solar panels on your roof.”


Robert Koester, director of the Center for Energy Research/Education/Service, at Ball State University, says the financial crisis “amplifies the significance of being off grid and locally sourced.” Colleges that have installed renewable-energy systems, like solar panels and wind turbines, will be rewarded—inflation can’t touch the sun or the wind.


The challenge will be future installations of renewable-energy projects amid tight budgets. “One of the problems with green investment is that it is always looked at in terms of first cost and years until payback, which frames the purchase pessimistically,” Mr. Koester says.


No college would think about an endowment investment in terms of years until payback, and green features should be thought of the same way, he says. A college might balk at a green project that takes 10 years to pay back, but such an investment might actually do better than one in the stock market these days.


On the upside, advocates of sustainability see the financial crisis as an opportunity to change the conversation. A well-known symbol of sustainability consists of three interlocking circles: one for environment, one for economy, and one for social responsibility. The environmental facet usually attracts most of the attention. But the financial crisis and its repercussions in society might provide an opportunity to talk about the other two as well.


Peter Bardaglio, a senior fellow at Second Nature, a prominent sustainability organization, says wealthy colleges will probably have to invest in their surrounding communities during a recession. (For example, the University of Pennsylvania, which has done so much to revive the neighborhood around it, will not want to see its work unravel should the businesses in its lively surroundings go bankrupt.) Through those investments, he says, the colleges will underscore the importance of economy and social responsibility in the sustainability equation.


“I’m seeing more integrated thinking out there,” says Terry Link, sustainability director at Michigan State University. He sees new interest in sustainability from people who aren’t known for being environmental firebrands.


This week he gave a lecture on sustainability to a group of retirees in Michigan. “It was the best-received talk I’ve ever had,” he says. “I think if I gave the same talk three weeks ago, it wouldn’t have been the same.” 

© 2008 by The Chronicle of Higher Education
 

George Soros on the Clean-Energy Economy

By Robert Mackey and Tom Zeller Jr., NYTimes, Oct 14  08

LAST FRIDAY, in an interview with Bill Moyers on PBS, George Soros, who has made billions of dollars based on his ability to read the ebb and flow of markets, suggested that investing in alternative energy technologies, refurbishing aging electricity grids and pursuing household energy efficiency, among other green strategies, could yet save the global economy. 

Mr. Soros, whose prescient book “The New Paradigm for Financial Markets: The Credit Crisis of 2008 and What It Means,” was published in May, told Moyers that the business of green could serve as the new “motor of the world economy” — echoing a refrain he has used before. 

Excerpt transcript: 

BILL MOYERS: So let’s think about those people down at Neely’s Barbecue going home tonight having heard you. What they’ve heard you say is the system is really disfunctioning right now. It’s out of control. Nobody’s in charge. They’ve heard you express your own worry that in the next three months it could get much, much worse.

And they’ve heard you say that you don’t see much good news immediately on the horizon. So let’s leave them something to think about as they go home. Let them go home and say, “Mr. Soros said here are three things we can do, simply.” One?

GEORGE SOROS: Well, deal with the mortgage problem. Reduce foreclosures. Recapitalize the banks. And then work on a better world order where we work together to resolve problems that confront humanity like global warming. And I think that dealing with global warming will require a lot of investment.

You see, for the last 25 years the world economy, the motor of the world economy that has been driving it was consumption by the American consumer who has been spending more than he has been saving, all right? Than he’s been producing. So that motor is now switched off. It’s finished. It’s run out of — can’t continue. You need a new motor. And we have a big problem. Global warming. It requires big investment. And that could be the motor of the world economy in the years to come.

BILL MOYERS: Putting more money in, building infrastructure, converting to green technology.

GEORGE SOROS: Instead of consuming, building an electricity grid, saving on energy, rewiring the houses, adjusting your lifestyle where energy has got to cost more until it you introduce those new things. So it will be painful. But at least we will survive and not cook.

BILL MOYERS: You’re talking about this being the end of an era and needing to create a whole new paradigm for the economic model of the country, of the world, right?

GEORGE SOROS: Yes.

On Sunday, Mr. Soros blasted leaders of the United States and Europe for being “consistently behind the curve” in dealing with the global financial crisis. 

“This is the crisis of my lifetime,” Mr. Soros told The Associated Press during the 
weekend meeting of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. “I haven’t seen anything like it and I won’t see anything like it again.” 

It is also worth noting that despite his sanguine disposition toward clean-energy development, Mr. Soros has drawn jeers from green advocates — principally for his investments in sugar cane production (destined to become ethanol) in Brazil, which critics say is mowing down forests at an unprecedented pace. 

Wrote The Washington Post last year: 

“Deforestation in the Cerrado is actually happening at a higher rate than it has in the Amazon,” said John Buchanan, senior director of business practices for Conservation International in Arlington. “If the actual deforestation rates continue, all the remaining vegetation in the Cerrado could be lost by the year 2030. That would be a huge loss of biodiversity.”

The roots of this transformation lie in the worldwide demand for ethanol, recently boosted by a U.S. Senate bill that would mandate the use of 36 billion gallons of ethanol by 2022, more than six times the capacity of the United States’ 115 ethanol refineries. President Bush, who proposed a similar increase in his State of the Union address, visited Brazil and negotiated a deal in March to promote ethanol production in Latin America and the Caribbean.

U.S. companies and investors — including George Soros and agribusiness giants Archer Daniels Midland and Cargill — are staking out territory in Brazil, expecting even greater growth in biofuels.

“Power Plant Smoke Screen?”

The Queens Gazette, Oct 8  08 


City Councilmember Peter Vallone Jr. led a rally last Saturday, October 3 against a proposed plan to put yet another power plant in Astoria that would make a total of seven power plants in Northwest Queens. Vallone, joined by other community leaders, decried a decision by the New York Power Authority to choose Astoria over many other locations.


Vallone has called on the state to investigate the awarding of a contract for a 500-megawatt (MW) plant to Astoria Energy, LLC, a company whose past dealings with the government make its involvement particularly suspect, he claims. Vallone sent letters to state Comptroller Tom DiNapoli and plans to meet with Attorney General Andrew Cuomo to discuss the decision.


"Not only does this deal reek of smoke-filled, back-room politics, it will also make Northwest Queens reek of smoke as well," Vallone said. "This decision reaches well beyond the bounds of good sense and fairness, and I believe that always suggests [that] foul play may be involved."


In 2001, Astoria Energy, a Massachusettsbased subsidiary of SCS Energy, received approval to construct a 1,000-MW facility on a 23-acre site along Steinway Street in Astoria. The company had trouble raising the necessary investment capital and also failed to acquire tax-exempt Liberty Bonds, an initiative launched after 9/11 intending to help replace commercial space near Ground Zero. Vallone and other elected officials were able to stop that plan by raising public awareness and filing a lawsuit.


According to several sources, Astoria Energy leveraged its political ties to pressure Con Ed into awarding it a 10-year contract for their electricity, even though the company was not the lowest bidder, which enabled Astoria Energy to convince investors to fund the $850 million power plant. The facility opened in 2006.


In April, the New York Power Authority (NYPA) awarded a 20-year contract to Astoria Energy, essentially giving the company the same ability to generate the capital needed to build a second 500-MW plan. Astoria Energy then chose the Astoria site out of some 30 proposals. "It's not a matter of 'not in [my] back yard [NIMBY].' Our back yard is already full," Vallone said. "How in good conscience can this agency agree to put another power plant where there is already a glut of them? Are they trying to kill us even faster?"


The New York Power Authority and the Bloomberg Administration have lauded the new power plant because it is a combined-cycle system that minimizes pollution.


Vallone, an avid environmentalist, supports cleaner power technologies, but questions the logic of placing any power plant where so many already exist. Northwest Queens is already home to two Charles Poletti plants and one each run by Astoria Energy, US Power Gen and Ravenswood.


Proponents of the NYPA/Bloomberg plan have cited the closing of the Charles Poletti Plant implying that Astoria Energy's new plant is intended as a replacement. In fact, due to the Vallone lawsuit, the Poletti closing is completely unrelated to this proposal and a new facility has already replaced the Poletti plant.


"When it came to waste transfer stations, everyone was expected to do their fair share. But with power plants, Northwest Queens is expected to do everyone's share," Vallone said. "Even if these plants emit less smog, that's more smog than if they weren't there at all."

Indian Tribes See Profit in Harnessing the Wind for Power 

By Felicity Barringer, NYTimes, Oct 10 –08
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A wind farm is proposed for the Rosebud Sioux reservation, in South Dakota, where the Rosebud Casino draws power from the one turbine to have gone up so far. 

ROSEBUD, S.D. — The wind blows incessantly here in the high plains; screen doors do not last. Wind is to South Dakota what forests are to Maine or beaches are to Florida: a natural bounty and a valuable inheritance. 


Native American tribes like the Rosebud Sioux now seek to claim that inheritance. If they succeed in building turbine farms to harness some of the country’s strongest and most reliable winds, tribal officials like Ken Haukaas believe, they could create a new economic underpinning for the 29,000 tribal members whose per capita annual income is about $7,700, less than a third the national average.


“We’re broke here,” Mr. Haukaas said. “We’re poor.” But, he added: “The wind is free. There’s energy here all the time.” 


Mr. Haukaas believes that “the same thing that brought the buffalo brings the wind.”

“The buffalo were a gift,” he continued. “The wind is a gift.” 


In 2003, after erecting a 750-kilowatt turbine that powers the Rosebud Casino near the Nebraska border, the Rosebud Sioux tribal council set its sights on building the Owl Feather War Bonnet wind farm, a 30-megawatt project that could power about 12,000 homes, each about 1,200 square feet. 


After five years of negotiations with a non-Indian developer, Distributed Generation Systems Inc. of Colorado, the tribal council president, Rodney M. Bordeaux, said Thursday that he expected to sign a construction deal that would bring in some $5 million to the tribe over 20 years. The total is about $1.7 million less than the developer’s original offer because of an acrimonious last-minute dispute with the tribe.


The idea of hitching tribal fortunes to the wind has gained momentum with the growth of the wind industry, which is expanding so fast that turbines are in short supply worldwide. 


Half the states now require utilities to add renewable energy to their portfolios. The oilman T. Boone Pickens is proselytizing about the value of wind, and thousands of turbines have sprouted on the Texas plains. 


If Native Americans can get into the business, some federal officials say, the hope is that wind, like casino gaming, could reshape their economies.


“It could be huge,” said Lizana Pierce, the project manager with the tribal energy program at the Department of Energy.


Here in the wind-rich Indian country, turbines are few, and deals to build them often do not come easily. Unpredictable cultural boundaries sometimes separate Indian tribal leaders, who have access to the wind, and non-Indian business executives, who raise the money to buy and install turbines, make deals to transmit the electricity to market and find buyers for it. 


With just one significant wind farm operating on Indian land — a 50-megawatt project on the Campo reservation near San Diego — the Energy Department has been hoping for another to prove to wind developers that successful projects are possible. 


Sandra Begay-Campbell, the principal member of the technical staff at the department’s Sandia National Laboratories in New Mexico, said, “People have been waiting for something to happen so you can point to the success and say, ‘Look at this model.’ ” 


Other projects are in the offing; the Lower Brule Sioux tribe, to the northeast of Rosebud, recently struck a deal with Iberdrola Renewables, a subsidiary of the Spanish utility Iberdrola S.A., to build a 225-megawatt wind farm. 


But only the Rosebud Sioux, Ms. Begay-Campbell said, “are poised and ready to move toward the actual development and hardware.” 


The Energy Department has invested nearly $450,000 in the development of the Owl Feather War Bonnet wind farm, to be built on 50 acres in the western part of the Rosebud reservation. The department also recommended Distributed Generation Systems and its president, Dale Osborn, a seasoned hand in the wind-energy industry who has built small-scale projects in Colorado, Spain and China. 


But it took the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs 18 months to sign off on the original deal, approved by the tribal council in 2006, under which the tribe would receive $280,000 in royalties the first year of the wind farm’s operation. The amount would have grown each year, with the 20-year total topping $7 million.


Mr. Haukaas, who is the tribe’s project manager, said that from a landowner’s standpoint, the offer was the most lucrative he could find. “This is a $58.6 million project,” he told the tribal council. “We do not put up a dime. All we put up is the land.” 


During those 18 months, a tribal election was held, and the new council objected to the terms of the deal. 


After tribal tax authorities recently decided that tribal sovereignty was at risk if a $1.17 million employment tax, the maximum possible, was not paid up front, Mr. Osborn complained bitterly to the tribe and to the reservation’s Congressional overseers.


“I am frustrated beyond belief,” Mr. Osborn said in a recent interview, adding that his deal with investors cannot bear the weight of the unexpected upfront costs unless royalty payments are lowered.


But some of the council’s 20 members were suspicious of Mr. Osborn and angry at his outbursts about the tax. 


“The people for these companies come and wave a couple of dollars in front of us, and we fall for it,” a council member, Leonard Wright, said at a meeting on Oct. 2. 


Another member, Robert D. Moore, said of Mr. Osborn: “He questions our mentality. I question his.”


A few years ago, a hog-farm company received an easement from the Rosebud Sioux in return for a percentage of net profits — then showed little or no profit. Mr. Bordeaux, the tribal council president, said he had taken care to make certain that whoever developed the wind farm did not “take advantage of us like the hog farm did.” 


Mr. Osborn emphasized that the tribe’s royalty share would be taken from revenues, not profits. On Wednesday, he sent back to the tribe a revised deal that reduced the total payout over 20 years by $1.7 million, to a little more than $5 million, to accommodate the upfront tax payment.


Despite the rancorous back and forth, Mr. Bordeaux said Thursday that he would sign off on the new arrangement. “The main idea is we got that initiative going,” he said. “We can become a major player in wind in South Dakota.” 


Patricia Nelson Limerick, a history professor who is board chairwoman of the Center of the American West, at the University of Colorado, pointed to the “several hundred years of mistrust between white folks and Indians” in discussing the “tangled” process that led to the Rosebud Sioux’s wind deal. “If you average out the zigzags,” Dr. Limerick said, “it’s moving in the right direction.”


Mr. Osborn was less sanguine. “Doing business on a reservation,” he said, “is more difficult than doing business in China.”
Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company 

A Few Snags, but Hopes Are Still High for Offshore Wind in Texas

By Kate Galbraith, NYTimes, Oct 10  08
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Europe has tapped the winds offshore. The United States has yet to do so — though efforts are underway. (Photo: Jorgen Schytte)

While the race to develop offshore wind energy is heating up in the Northeast, things have hit a few speed bumps in the waters off Texas — already the nation’s leader in on-land wind power production. 


Wind Energy Systems Technology (W.E.S.T.), a company that holds all five offshore wind leases in state waters in the Gulf of Mexico, is still looking for $311 million to build a 62-turbine farm nine miles off of Galveston, in 50-foot depths. 


It recently lost two potential investors — Lehman Brothers and Wachovia — which foundered amid the recent financial turmoil. And the wind boom in the mesas of west Texas has so far served to reduce interest in offshore wind in the Gulf, according to Jerry Patterson, Texas’s land commissioner. 


Offshore wind projects have not yet been developed in the United States, mainly because it is far more expensive than onshore wind.

Still, Texan officials like to boast that their projects meet with less red tape and environmental opposition than projects elsewhere. And Mr. Patterson compared Texas favorably to Cape Wind in Massachusetts, the project planned for the waters off Cape Cod, which has been slowed by legal issues and intermittent complaints from well-heeled residents — including members of the Kennedy family. 


“They have the regulatory issues up there,” Mr. Patterson said.


Herman Schellstede, the founder of W.E.S.T., also remains sanguine about the Gulf project’s future. “We have some of the major oil money in Houston, Dallas and Austin that are really trying to work a deal at this time,” he said.


Mr. Schellstede still hopes to get the Galveston wind farm operating by the end of 2010, and says his rates will be competitive, retailing at 6.5 cents a kilowatt hour. 


One advantage of offshore production is that sea winds tend to blow more strongly during the afternoons — when electricity demand is peaking — whereas onshore winds generally blow hardest at night, when there is less demand and the cost of electricity is comparatively lower. 


Mr. Schellstede also noted that an offshore project near the heavily-populated coast would require far fewer miles of transmission than the lines needed to bring the remote West Texas wind farms, where most of the state’s wind energy is generated, to cities. 


Transmission is more expensive under sea than over land, however.


Another question facing offshore wind projects, particularly in the Gulf, is how they would fare in hurricane-force winds. Mr. Schellstede said that his turbines automaticallly lock when winds reach speeds beyond 55 miles an hour. The blades will also be able to fold down, protecting the turbines in major storms. 


W.E.S.T. put in place a meteorological tower off Galveston that has been measuring wind speeds and bird impacts for the last 17 months. The tower survived Hurricane Ike’s 140 m.p.h. gusts, though debris was found 35 feet up the structure — deposited by huge wave, said Mr. Schellstede. 


He added that one local resident even asked to put a restaurant on top of his meteoro-logical tower, so diners could see the wind farm. 


“We have friendly shorelines here in Texas. The residents and the environmentalists are for us,” he said.


It helps, too, that the turbines will be roughly nine miles offshore. “You could barely see them if you were standing having a margarita in Galveston,” said Mr. Schellstede.
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