Embracing winds of change

Small wind initiative is a step forward for renewable energy

By Julie Fann

The winds of change inevitably blow, and harnessing them is key for those involved in the North Carolina Small Wind Initiative, a two-year public service project aimed at identifying owners of windy land and helping them generate a renewable source of electricity. 

“Wind power is the fastest growing and least expensive source of electricity in the world today,” says Cole McVey, who works part-time for the project that is sponsored by the state’s energy office and Appalachian State University. “Right now, North Carolina has zero fossil fuel resources. We want to promote awareness of small wind as a renewable, clean source of energy.” 

In August, the initiative identified 16,000 potential customers in the Boone area, landowners who have high average annual wind speeds, and sent postcards inviting them to attend workshops and view the research and demonstration facility atop Beech Mountain, a site open to the public where six windmills generate electricity.

“We’ve heard back from quite a number of them, and responses keep trickling in every day,” McVey said. “If they have a suitable site, we help them find the best way to harness that by giving them information on local installers of wind turbines, or different types of product information.”

Dennis Scanlin, who leads the appropriate technology program at ASU, started the university’s small wind initiative. A professor who has studied alternative sources of energy for the past 20 years, Scanlin was recently inducted into the perhaps lesser-known Solar Hall of Fame.

“We are finding out based on our research over the last three years that North Carolina has some of the best wind sites in the world. You can produce electricity from wind forever with no air pollution. It’s like an oil well that will never go dry,” said Scanlin.

The initiative also encourages windy landowners to fill out an application for the Anemometer Loan Program. “It’s better just to call it NCALP. We loan wind-measuring equipment to owners of potential wind sites. We come with students and install a tower for free for one year and get all of your wind-speed data,” McVey said. 

At the end of the year, the initiative then generates a wind-speed data report that includes how much it will cost for participants to generate electricity using wind power. The university is currently taking applications for the program.  

North Carolina offers a 35 percent tax credit for anyone who installs wind turbines, according to McVey, and recent data reports that, in the western part of the state alone, three-quarters of a million acres of land is suitable for small-scale wind power.  

The cost of wind power has also decreased by 80 percent over the past two decades because the public and the government are now more aware of a growing need for alternative sources of energy.

“North Carolina is one of the worst states in terms of air quality in the country. That’s why we need to explore other options. Asthma rates have grown 75 percent in the last ten years. There are so many reasons why we need to take a look at our wind resources. It’s kind of like low-hanging fruit,” said McVey.

Making use of wind energy is also an investment that pays for itself because you aren’t in need of generating energy from another source.

Those interested in applying to the NCALP program or who just want to know more about wind energy can visit the Small Wind Initiative Web site at www.wind.appstate.edu or call 828-262-7333.

