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To the Editor:

I am writing in response to John Zimmerman's letter to the editor that appeared May 4, and also referencing my own letter that ran Feb. 19 regarding wind power.

I maintained in my first letter that wind power serves no useful electric-power purpose, and nothing that I have seen since ever addressed the issue. The fact is there are only two basic types of electric power: base load and peak load. Base-load power is provided by giant steam-generating plants fueled by coal, oil or nuclear energy. They run 24 hours, seven days a week. Many of our nuclear-powered plants are producing electricity at levels of about 95 percent of their rated output on this 24/7 basis.

In contrast, Mr. Zimmerman writes that the Searsburg facility is running at about 25 percent of its rated capacity. (This means that a wind facility rated at 6 megawatts will only be providing about 1.5 megawatts over time.)

Clearly, wind power cannot be used for base-load power.

The other main type is peak load. Today, much of our peak-load power comes from quick-starting gas turbines that can be brought on-line quickly and shut down quickly when the demand for power slacks off. Their fuel - natural gas - is more expensive, but these units serve a valuable purpose by being available when needed.

Clearly, wind power fails this test. There is no assurance that the wind will be blowing when power demand peaks, nor can there be any such assurance.

Finally, electric power cannot be stored. It is generated as it is used, and this is a vital distinction when compared to other energy sources. Other forms of energy can be stored; i.e., the heat "stored" in coal and oil. It remains there until released; i.e. burned. Hydro power can be "stored" also in the form of water backed up behind power dams. And it can, in some circumstances, be used for peak power also, as in the case of Storm King pump storage facility planned for the Hudson River. It would have used reversing blades to pump water up the mountain during off-peak hours and then release it back to the river to generate power during peak periods.

Unfortunately, this is not the case with wind power or solar. They cannot feasibly be stored.

Furthermore, in my earlier letter I mentioned a solar facility in Barstow, Calif. Barstow was used because it had the highest proportion of sunshine to clouds found anywhere in the United States. But even in this "best case" situation, it came up short. The degradation of the solar panels was far higher than originally estimated and the resulting loss of power when the sun was shining was dramatic.

Base load or peak load? Wind power is neither. It doesn't fit our electric-power requirements.

Finally, Mr. Zimmerman claims that wind power is the fastest-growing renewable energy source. I will accept his assertion. However, in no sense is it the fastest-growing energy source. Taking out his modifier, renewable, makes all the difference.

Sincerely,
Ward L. Reed Jr.
St. Johnsbury
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To the Editor:

John Zimmerman's May 3 letter, "The truth about wind in Vermont," is familiar. A few weeks earlier, Mathew Rubin similarly accused his opponents of either ignorance or dishonesty and then went on to humbly offer the absolute truth to our benighted selves.

First, Zimmerman says that there have not been "any unusual problems or incidents related to icing" at Searsburg.

This statement is in accordance with the Electric Power Research Institute reports on Searsburg that there have indeed been the usual problems. Ice build-up "was apparent on several occasions," each time noticeably degrading performance generally for a couple of days. "In addition to potential energy loss, icing presents potential safety issues." Access to Searsburg is restricted during icing conditions.

Zimmerman is also right that it is wrong to say a wind turbine works less than 30 percent of the time. The more accurate figure for the Searsburg facility, for example, is that almost 40 percent of the time it is not producing even a trickle. It's true that each turbine is available nearly 90 percent of the time, but one-third of that time it's not doing anything except consuming the electricity it's supposed to be saving.

I don't think he is right about noise, however. The head of the Energy Efficiency division of DPS, Rob Ide, told a meeting in Kirby that the Searsburg turbines are quite audible one mile away. A lot of people who live near wind plants in Europe complain about the noise, so there might be something to it. And it doesn't make sense for Zimmerman to say that the rotor blades are so perfectly aerodynamic that they don't make any noise. If that were the case, they wouldn't be any good for catching the wind.

He also insists that wind power has not failed in other countries. It is indeed still growing, but so is terrorism, so that's hardly proof of value. According to the International Energy Agency, in the three countries with the greatest installation of wind plants - Germany, Spain and Denmark - electricity use (let alone total energy consumption) has continued to increase far more than wind capacity can be added (by 3-, 12-, and 3-fold, respectively, from 1990 to 2001). None of the goals claimed for wind have begun to show even the smallest hint of being met. The emission of greenhouse gases by these countries continues to rise.

Because it is never known when the wind will be blowing just right, the actual need of customers is still met by more predictable fuel plants. When the wind happens to get up, the resulting extra electricity is rarely needed. In Denmark, most of it is sold at extreme discount to Sweden, which is big enough to absorb it.

Despite widespread opposition, the Danish government keeps going forward with plans for more wind facilities, because their companies dominate the industry and to admit their folly would be bad for business.

Unlike John Zimmerman's unattractive opinion of his opponents - also expressed in letters by Mathew Rubin and Andrew Perchlik - I don't think he is ignorant or even dishonest. If he is ever so slightly misleading, that is easy to understand as part of his job as a paid representative of Enxco.

Eric Rosenbloom

Kirby

