Introduction: Demand for renewable power is growing. In this second in a three-part series we’ll talk with local wind developer Invenergy about a few of the challenges they faced. Mick Baird is the project director for the Forward Wind Energy Center, a recently completed wind project in Dodge and Fond du Lac Counties.

First give us some background on the Forward Wind project: how big is it and how long have you been working on it?

We started developing this project in 2003 by working with landowners to secure easements for the wind turbines. In 2004, we began working on zoning with local officials in the towns of Leroy, Lomira, Oakfield and Byron; we also worked with Dodge and Fond du Lac Counties to secure conditional use permits and applied to the state Public Service Commission for authorization to build the project. Once we received the permits, construction took another nine months. Finally we placed 86 wind turbines in service this spring, generating 129 megawatts of power, which is enough to light approximately 40,000 homes. Currently we’re working to restore the land around the turbines by fixing grades, applying topsoil, de-compacting the ground, and reshaping roads. We expect to be finished by the end of June.

Tell us about the transmission connection to the wind farm: why is it a challenge for wind developers and how did the interconnection process work?

When wind developers look for potential sites, we look for three things: ample wind resources, available land and a transmission line connection. The Forward wind site had a transmission line through the site, so in this case we didn’t have to go far to connect the turbines to the transmission grid. Transmission studies with ATC identified up front the number and type of upgrades that would be needed. We built a new switchyard to house two substations, a lower voltage one to collect the power from the turbines and a higher voltage to deliver it across ATC’s grid. The substation, in effect, steps the voltage up to a higher level so the transmission lines can bring it into communities. Four of the state’s major utilities have contracted for some of this wind power, including Wisconsin Public Service, Wisconsin Power & Light, Madison Gas and Electric, and Wisconsin Public Power, which serves municipal electric utilities. 

What’s next? Are there more wind projects on the horizon? What are some of the challenges you’ll continue to face?

Nationally, Invenergy continues on its pace to build several wind projects around the country each year, totaling about 600 megawatts annually. We are continuing to look at several additional development sites in Wisconsin and Upper Michigan. As more states and local utilities look to renewable energy to complement existing generation, wind will continue to be an attractive option. 
Mick, thanks for talking with us. Mick Baird is the project director for Invenergy’s  Forward Wind Energy Center. You can learn more about the project by visiting invenergyllc.com. Information about transmission connections can be found at atcllc.com

