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innesota farmers figured out
how to capitalize on renew-
able energy by leading the
way in farmer-owned etha-
nol. They're now getting a
handle on how to capture the
benefits of another renew-
able resource by developing projects
known as community wind.

The state has created incentives to
promote community-based energy
development through its New Gener-
ation Energy Act of 2007. These C-BED
projects must be set up so that 51%
of profits are returned to Minnesota
community members over the life of
the project. Minnesota has a mandate
to produce 25% of its energy from re-
newable resources by 2025.

Locally owned. Larry Goeman
and a group of farmers decided to
follow the community based model
in developing a 50 megawatt (MW)
wind farm near Jeffers, Minn. One
megawatt powers about 300 houses.

“We decided to raise the seed mon-
ey locally, and started with the local
landowners first. The next step was

»Left: Wind turbines sprout like a new farm
crop on the area of Minnesota known as Buffalo
Ridge. Development here is a mix of conven-
tional and community wind projects. »Below:
The need to build or upgrade transmission lines
can be an obstacle to wind energy projects.

to offer it to anyone in the Jeffers area,
anyone with a 56145 zip code. We
raised the money quickly.”

Wind energy isn't free, of course.
Towers appear to simply sprout from
the earth, but they are anchored in a
base that requires 450 cubic yards of
concrete and 40 tons of reinforcement
rod. All told, a 50 MW project requires
about a $100 million investment.

Size matters. “We worked with
an institutional financier who is able
to take advantage of things like tax
credits and accelerated depreciation,”
Goeman says. “Very few farmers can
use those kind of dollars, so you go
out and look for someone who can.”

Farmers teaming up for large-scale
projects is a sign that community
wind is coming of age. That’s accord-
ing to Pat Pelstring, co-chairman of a
Minneapolis company called National
Wind. The firm specializes in util-
ity scale, community owned projects,
with more than 2,000 MW under de-
velopment in upper Midwest states.

“Community wind began with an
individual farmer putting up a fair-
ly small turbine,” Pelstring says. “It
has evolved so that, under our model,
farmers and landowners can compete
head-to-head with major wind devel-
opers. If you get 60 or 70 landowners
involved and put together a 100 MW
project, it works better for everyone.”

»Above: Larry Goeman led efforts to take ad-
vantage of the wind resource near Jeffers, Minn.,
by developing a landowner-driven wind project.

Larger projects help spread over-
head costs that can sink a smaller ef-
fort. For example, transmission lines
often are located far from the ideal
turbine locations, and building a line
to carry the power away from the site
can cost $400,000 a mile. Wind stud-
ies and environmental evaluations
cost about the same whether a project
is large or small, further tipping the
scales in favor of “mega” projects.

Ownership flip. These larger proj-
ects also offer the opportunity for
some fancy footwork, under the busi-
ness structure of a limited liability
company, for the community to share
a significant portion of the profits
from wind. Pelstring explains that an
investor can receive the lion’s share of
revenues during the early stages of the
company, when tax advantages are
being realized. Then, a prearranged
ownership “flip” can take place, giv-
ing the community owners the lion’s
share of cash flow in later years.

That’s the way Goeman'’s project is
structured. “We wanted to capture
some of those dollars for farmers and
to help support the rural communi-
ties that seem to be slowly dying,” he
says. “The project has brought a lot
of activity to Jeffers, and there will be
two to five full-time employees who
are based in the community to handle
operation and maintenance.”

It’s all part of the returns for com-
munity wind. “With mandates from
the states, you'll see more wind power
going in,” Goeman says. “We thought
we might as well be part of it.”ll
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