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Retired power plant manager rips Amendment 37 mandates

By DENNIS DARROW
THE PUEBLO CHIEFTAIN
A retired power plant manager now living in Pueblo flatly rejects Amendment 37 supporters' claim that wind power will save people money.

Even the minimal amount of wind power now in use arose only because federal taxpayer subsidies were offered to offset high development costs, according to Jim Perkins, who spent 40 years managing power plants across the globe. Even then, Perkins said, customers are charged a higher premium for wind power.

Meanwhile, given the unpredictably of wind power, utilities still will need to expand traditional supplies as usual, Perkins said. "It has to be realized that the electric utilities must still erect power plants to cover 100 percent of the load demand because wind is not dependable," Perkins said.

All in all, mandated wind power will cost billions of dollars in extra spending "and that means your electric bill will go up. There's no free lunch," said Perkins, a retired executive with Gibbs and Hill engineering of New York City.

Perkins pulls no punches in faulting liberal environmentalists for overselling wind power. Personally, he said, he favors letting companies continue their own research on energy alternatives, including wind power. "Let them do the job they know best without interference, or mandates, from a bunch of know-nothing, save-the-earth wackos," Perkins said.

In his 40-year career, Perkins managed power plants across the globe: Guyana, Jamaica, Egypt, Brazil, Argentina and Saudi Arabia, among the locales. He and wife relocated to Colorado Springs in 1977 and retired to the Pueblo area in 1993.

"The windmill is OK for research and development. And there are parts of the world where windmills are valuable because there's no other power available," Perkins said. But as a mandated energy source for Colorado, "you add that billions of dollars up and that means your electric bill will go up," he said.

Perkins isn't alone in his opposition to Amendment 37.

Xcel Energy, the leading user of the state's present limited supply of wind power, also opposes the mandates. "This amendment could cost our customers hundreds of million of dollars over 20 years in higher electricity bills," the utility said in a statement opposing Amendment 37.

Xcel also acknowledges that wind power does not make financial sense for utilities without the tax subsidies they receive to offset their costs. "We don't know how long federal subsidies for wind energy will last, and neither does anyone else. Government tax credits - currently expired - make wind energy cost-competitive with other resources today. The cost of wind energy about doubles without the tax credit," the utility said.

Other parts of Amendment 37 also trouble Perkins.

As for solar energy, the second big piece of the proposal, Perkins said, "Forget about solar power. Commercially it just isn't going to happen."

The same goes for biomass, he said; it's also simply too expensive. "It will cost about $100 to produce a buck's worth of the equivalent of natural gas from a biomass generator using Lamar's pig poop," he said.

Perkins likens the latest push for renewable energy mandates to the frenzy over MTBE (used since 1979 to replace lead as an octane enhancer) gas additive in the early 1990s, once billed as a potential clean-energy gold mine but since then largely abandoned as dangerous and pollutive.

"You don't hear much about MTBE these days, do you?" Perkins said, noting the country rushed to produce 24 billion pounds only to pronounce that the additive was cancer-causing and a threat to water ways. Many states moved to bar the additive.

Perkins said he sees the same kind of unrealistic hype over wind power, and he isn't shy about assigning blame for such ideas gaining steam. "This is simply the latest nutty idea from the 'save the world' loony left crowd," he said.

(He's more forgiving toward Republican state House Speaker Lola Spradley of Beulah and U.S. Rep. Mark Udall, D-Boulder, the co-sponsors of the Amendment 37 ballot question. "I don't believe they really know all the ramifications and consequences of this proposed amendment," Perkins said.)

To even achieve a supply of 10 percent of the state's energy coming from wind power by 2015 would require a sea of expensive wind mills, Perkins said. Xcel alone would need an estimated 1,240 windmills, he said, more than 10 times the 108 towers now in place at a new wind farm in Lamar that reportedly cost more than $200 million to open.

Workers, land leases and maintenance will add still more to the cost that utilities will pass along either to taxpayers or customers, Perkins said. Windmills carry their own set of potential environmental impacts, especially on birds, Perkins noted, and they also produce noise.
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