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Transmission Initiatives Keep Energy Developers on High Alert

2009 has seen a flurry of activity around transmission planning, especially as it relates to renewable energy and transmission
grid development. Federal transmission initiatives tend to be widely addressed within industry literature, but the diversity of
regional initiatives can be challenging to follow. An emerging paradigm based on Renewable Energy Zones (REZ) may make
it easier to track transmission trends throughout the U.S.

The “chicken and egg” dilemma of renewables is well known. Renewable energy development depends on having
transmission lines that connect to remote areas with limited transmission capacity, but transmission lines traditionally do
not get developed in the U.S. until energy generation is established in a given location. Because much of the current effort
to expand transmission capacity is geared toward enhancing reliability and meeting the increased demand that is occurring
independent of renewables, industry experts are taking steps to ensure that transmission capacity expansion also addresses
renewable energy development.

Texas has taken the lead by Western
establishing Competitive Interconnection
Renewable Energy Zones (CREZ), or ) (WREZ)
areas in the state that are targeted
for transmission expansion
because of their renewable

energy potential. The Western
Renewable Energy Zone (WREZ)
initiative involves eleven western
states, two Canadian provinces,
and areas of Mexico that are
working together to identify areas
with high potential for large-

scale development of renewable
resources and low potential for
environmental impacts throughout

the Western Interconnection. The Interconnection Eastern .
. . . o (CREZ2) Interconnection
Midwest is undergoing a similar (JCPS)

process; a recently released report
provided analysis of two REZ scenarios for Minnesota, Wisconsin, lowa, and the Dakotas.

The REZ concept has taken hold because it acknowledges the trade-off between the potential of renewables and the costs
and logistics of transmission expansion. Smaller, locally generated renewable energy projects, referred to as “distributed
energy” projects, require less new transmission infrastructure but may have a higher overall unit cost due to a suboptimal
resource. Remotely generated wind or solar power can take advantage of resource-rich areas but may depend on longer
transmission lines for delivery.



The REZ approach does have potential drawbacks, including a longer planning process. As the WREZ initiative has shown,
aligning ideals and system requirements for such a large geographic area can get complicated. Determining which areas
should be included, and the type and amount of energy to be generated, is also complex and controversial for energy
planners. The REZ approach does not necessarily simplify the challenges faced by energy developers either. Although
resources outside of REZs may still be viable development opportunities, those projects may find it more difficult to obtain
the necessary transmission structure than projects inside the zones. Because zone designations can occur at any level — local,
state, or regional — developers need to understand the planning processes that are happening at all levels.

The major developments in REZ-based planning in 2009, especially with the CREZ process advancing on schedule, appear to
be the first of many. Although these developments occur against an already bewildering backdrop of federal initiatives, the
REZ approach is likely to become increasingly important and relevant for energy developers.
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