Notes from annual conference of Renewable Energy Vermont
October 28-29, 2009

This year’s conference and expo reached an audience that pressed the capacity of the Sheraton conference center.  I could only attend two of the eight workshop options, so these notes only reflect those I chose.  

Brian Dubie opened the conference with a power point he claimed his daughter had put together the prior evening.  He spoke forcefully about why he feels developing renewable energy and efficiency incentives are important: economic security, national security, environmental security.  

Randy Udall of Colorado provided entertaining opening remarks, also reinforcing some of the basic facts about climate change and the opportunities and challenges of transitioning our energy economy.
· Since 1980 we have consumed half the fossil fuels ever burned.
· We consume the equivalent of 8 gallons of oil per day, per person.
· There is lots of oil left in the world, but the cheap oil is gone.
· At $120 per barrel, the price of oil sends our existing economy into reverse.
· 65% of the oil in the U.S. is gone.  That’s like having only two beers left in a six pack.
· Energy transitions take decades.  We have to get started.
· 14 cents is quite a deal for the energy represented by one kilowatt hour.  A kwh is equivalent to the energy consumed when you bicycle 100 miles, or dig ditches for an entire day.

Energy Policies
a. The Feed-in-Tariff – John Spencer, the ED of VEPP, Inc, is the purchasing agent under the PSB Rule related to the Feed-in-Tariff and will administer Vermont’s new Standard Offer (another term for feed-in-tariff) program.   This program establishes a standard-offer mechanism for potential developers seeking a market for energy produced specified renewable energy sources (those that qualify under the state’s SPEED program).  The program includes default prices for generation from different technologies that is calculated to allow developers of renewable power to recover their costs plus a return on investment that is equivalent to what Vermont utilities are allowed to recover.  It is the first statewide program in the US. 

There was lots of talk throughout the day about the feed-in-tariff and why it was groundbreaking and positive energy policy.  John described the process of the recent lottery and the way the standard offer prices were established.  The lottery for proposals in the first round of the feed-in-tariff was way over-sold, thirteen-fold.  People felt this reflects a huge pent-up demand, not a price that had been set higher than it should have been.

b. PACE – Peter Adamczyk, the energy finance and development manager of VEIC, works in VEIC’s policy group and is helping municipalities understand and establish Property Assessed Clean Energy Districts.  This spring’s energy legislation enabled towns to establish with the law called Clean Energy Assessment Districts by votes at their town meetings.  If a town were to establish such a district, residents in that district could “opt-in” and in so doing would essentially borrow money from the town in order to implement specified energy efficient or renewable energy improvements that an independent auditor had verified would provide specific savings.  The cost of the improvement would be paid back over time through property tax assessments that stay with the property, even if the original owners leave.

c. Clean Energy Development Fund (CEDF) – 
Robert Dostis of Green Mountain Powers is co-chair of the CEDF.  Robert spoke about the history and resources of the Clean Energy Development Fund and its four programs:
· Grants to projects producing more than 15kw of electricity connected to the grid
· Technical assistance to municipalities (grants of less than $5k)
· Loans, through a quarterly application process at 2% interest
· Small scale renewable energy program administered by VEIC (<15kw)
CEDF has recently hired Andy Perchlik as its executive director.  Andy has been the Ed of Renewable Energy Vermont since its inception in about 2003.

Transportation
a. Rick Moulton is a founding member of VRAN, the Vermont Rail Advocacy Network, and is on the Vermont Rail Council and the Metropolitan Planning Organization board.  He spoke about the condition of rail and other public transit in Vermont.  

b. Steven Letendre of Green Mountain College and Jonathan Dowds of the UVM Transportation Research Center  spoke about plug-in electric vehicles and their place in Vermont’s transportation and electricity future.  He pointed out that now, at $2.70 per gallon, gas costs about 11 cents per mile.  At 30 cents per kilowatt hour (the feed-in-tariff price), solar energy costs 8 cents a mile.  The questions and discussion had more to do with using electric vehicles as a source of battery storage for the electric grid.  The presenters engaged in that discussion, but because they hadn’t described how that could work in their presentations, many of us didn’t follow most of the discussion.

Vermont’s Energy Future
The final session focused on three aspects of Vermont’s energy future – the role of efficiency, nuclear power, and HydroQuebec.  

a. Efficiency – Chris Neme of VEIC reinforced that continued investment in efficiency is a critical element of our energy future and could provide between 40% and 50% of the projected gap between the known supply and projected demand for electric power in 2030.  He, and many others, reminded us that investments in energy future equate to a cost of 2.9 cents per kilowatt hour saved, which compares favorably with the 14 cents we pay for power produced.

He also stressed that while Vermont has lead, and still maintains a narrow lead over other states in electric energy efficiency, we fall to the middle or back of the state rankings in broader measures of efficiency – implementation of building codes, combined heat and power, and especially the trends in residential energy use (where we rank 38th).  Our overall ranking has fallen to 6th among all states, from 4th last year.  

The average home heating bill is $3000 per year, more than double what it was in 2004.  That represents a $450 million increase.  He compared that to the increase in the cost of k-12 schools over the same period of time and found that the increase in home heating costs is 70% more than the increase in school spending.

b. Mark Cooper of the Institute for Energy and Environment at the Vermont Law School spoke about the future of nuclear power,  mostly in terms of new nuclear, not the continuation of energy production from Entergy Vermont Yankee.  He presented lots of charts and graphs with comparisons of the relative costs of different energy technologies.  Similar to the Mackenzie Cost Curve we have referenced, energy efficiency or biomass appear at the low end of the scale, wind in the middle, pv and nuclear at the high end.  

The wisest investments in our energy future would come, in this order, from:  efficiency first; (2) another generation of renewable technologies; (3) energy storage technologies; (4) carbon capture; and (4) nuclear.  He felt “nuclear’s future is political, not economic,” that the only way it moves forward is if the risks are passed from investors to taxpayers or ratepayers.

In response to questions about Vermont Yankee, Mark said that because the plant has been paid for, both in a sale and through restructuring, it’s a cash cow and the only way an operator is going to stop wanting to generate power and cash from it is if it stops working.  The risk lies in what happens that causes it to stop working.

c. Stephen Molodetz, vice president of business development at HQ Energy services (U.S.) Inc., spoke about Hydro Quebec’s interest in continuing to provide long term contracts for electric power to US customers.  In response to a question about Canada’s lagging investment in efficiency, he said that in the past few years that had changed and the best argument for Canada to invest in efficiency is that every kilowatt consumed is one that can’t be sold to US customers at a high price.
