
2/13/2009 - 10:31:15 AM

ZED hits growth surge
By Tom Hacker

FORT COLLINS - With political stars seeming to align in their favor, backers of a project to create a so-called zero-energy district in central Fort Collins are hoping to accelerate their efforts to drive the project to a capacity of 50 megawatts.

That's enough power to supply the needs of more than 30,000 average households, and a tenfold increase over the 5-megawatt figure that project organizers had set as a near-term goal for their efforts.

And the FortZED team that includes delegates from local government and private industry is hoping for an infusion of federal money to move the expansion forward. With strong support from Fourth District Rep. Betsy Markey, the prospects appear brighter than the project organizers might have hoped for.

"This is a project I would like to champion here in Washington," Markey said in a Feb. 9 Business Report interview. "It could be a model for the rest of the country. I don't think people here know that yet, because the story hasn't been told."

Markey, a Democrat sworn in Jan. 6 for her freshman congressional term, has joined the House Renewable Energy Caucus, a policy group that includes other congressional supporters of clean and renewable energy development. It is in that role that she might find success in steering federal resources to the FortZED initiative.

The project already has received a $6.3 million U.S. Department of Energy grant supplemented by $4.9 million in state, municipal and private funds. That history is important to future funding efforts, said Fort Collins city council member Wade Troxell, an early organizer of the FortZED project.

"With FortZED, we have a funding mechanism in place with the DOE," Toxell said. "We have some world-leading capabilities here that can have a big impact on the state and the national levels."



CSU could have role 

Markey said a common assumption about the federal stimulus distribution - that it would be funneled through state governments - was inaccurate.

"I do know that it's not necessarily going to have to go through the state," she said. "CSU might be able to play a role in getting this money."

The FortZED concept is at the same time elegantly simple and infinitely complex: A zone that includes much of Old Town and the Colorado State University campus would produce as much thermal and electric energy as it consumes, relying heavily on renewable energy sources within a 50-mile radius of the city coupled with demand reduction and management.

The project would be dependent on the development of a "smart grid," an energy distribution system that continuously monitors power needs and available supplies, balancing each side to eliminate waste and maximize efficiency.

At the same time, the project is being designed specifically to serve as a model that can be implemented elsewhere, using the same techniques.

A recent report that outlines the strategy of bypassing the lower goal for the project in favor of the ultimate 50-megawatt objective addresses the role of FortZED as a national template.

"Documentation of lessons learned and best practices will provide the standards and knowledge points necessary for other cities, municipalities and the federal government to implement similar and broader-based application of these technologies," the report says.



Project evolution

Another aspect of FortZED proponents hope will make it a federal money magnet is that the project - in terms of scope, planning and organization - is much more evolved than other alternative energy projects that also received Department of Energy grants in an open competition.

"There were 70 or 80 proposals, and nine were selected," said Judy Dorsey, whose environmental engineering firm The Brendle Group took a lead in submitting the grant application. "We're much further along with ours. Some of the others are more discreet. For example, one is set up to demonstrate solar applications at a Utah prison."

Sunil Cherian, president of Fort Collins based smart-grid integrator Spirae Inc., said that if sufficient federal funding is found for the jump to the project's 50-megawatt potential, the timeframe for completion could shrink by years. 

"From the day we get contracts firmed up, it would take three years to get the project to, say, 80 percent of capacity," Cherian said. "I think it moves very quickly, because of the connections that have been made. The relationships are in place, and everyone is at the table. We're ready to go."

Markey said she would hold up her end of the bargain with an information campaign directed at congressional colleagues and federal agencies.

"I don't think people realize how far along Fort Collins is on this project," she said. "It's my job to let them know. I've asked the (FortZED) group to give me as much information as they can."

