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The business of wind


You’ve heard of Big Oil.  Get ready for Big Wind.


A formidable new player has emerged in the wind energy game.  Two years ago, General Electric purchased the wind-turbines operation of the bankrupt Enron Corp. and found it to be a good money-maker.


General Electric expects to generate more than $2 billion in revenue from wind energy this year and for the business to expand about 20 percent annually.


There is heavy irony in this.  Much of the reason wind power has become an attractive business venture for a financial behemoth like General Electric is pressure from environmentalists and progressive politicians – the same people who are usually quick to decry the political influence of corporate America.


Over the past few years, environmental and other lobbies have sought government tax incentives and subsidies to promote alternative energy.  Thirteen states require utilities to include renewables such as wind in their power mix; the Vermont General Assembly is considering similar legislation.  Advances in technology, often financed by government, have made wind more competitive with other fuels.


General Electric also benefits by applying its expertise in other areas to wind energy, such as rotating machinery parts and gearbox technology.


What was once something of a tinker’s craft, wind power has become an industrial-sized manufacturing and development operation.  State-of-the-art sensors, gauges and structural supports of wind towers taller than a football field is long require huge capital investment, available only to large corporations like General Electric.


“I think it’s an extraordinarily challenging business,” Randall Swisher, executive director of the American Wind Energy Association, told the Environmental News Network.  “It requires a special combination of technical capability and business acumen.”


In short, wind power is following the same business model as other industries toward consolidation and corporatization – propelled partly by government tax breaks and other inducements.


Although wind power has become a favored form of environmental and leftwing corporate welfare, the issue of wind in Vermont must be evaluated mainly on its impact on the state.


Vermont is a major target for expansion of wind power.  Several projects, including a plan by Green Mountain Power Corp. to add 300-foot towers to its Searsburg site, are under discussion.   State officials are studying the feasibility of locating wind facilities on public lands.  The Legislature is debating a moratorium on wind power sought by residents living near proposed projects.


It seems strange that some environmentalists and progressives are eagerly promoting the corporate agenda of General Electric.  In effect, wind promoters would turn vast stretches of the Green Mountains into a potentially highly profitable business opportunity.


They might discover, however, that what’s good for corporate America might not be good for Vermont and its environment.

