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Background: A combination of stimulus funding and increasing requirements for power from renewable
sources has led to a rush for power projects in the desert, such as a big solar-dish farm planned in the Imperial
Valley.

What’s ahead: With stimulus funding dependent on getting construction or significant manufacturing under
way by the end of the year, proponents of such projects are pushing for quick environmental approvals. But
regulators are finding they don’t have all the information they need to make such decisions.

A proposal to cover 10 square miles of federally owned desert with mirrored dishes to make electricity for San
Diego is in a race against time and a lizard.

Tessera Solar and Stirling Energy Systems plan to build 30,000 dishes, each outfitted with an engine driven by
the expansion of sun-heated hydrogen, to make 750 megawatts of electricity.

That’s more output than from the typical new natural-gas power plant. San Diego Gas & Electric Co. is
counting on the project for a big chunk of the renewable power that state law requires it to supply to its
customers. The utility also says the project shows the need for the proposed Sunrise Powerlink transmission
line.

The company plans to transmit power from the 300-megawatt first phase on the existing Southwest Powerlink.
The second phase, 450 megawatts, depends on Sunrise.

If developers can break ground on the $2 billion-plus Imperial Valley project by the end of the year, or spend a
substantial amount on manufacturing, they stand to get a federally guaranteed loan for half the cost, plus a
federal grant for 30 percent. They say they want approval by September to get enough work done in time to
qualify.

For that, they’ll have to get go-aheads from the U.S. Bureau of Land Management and the California Energy
Commission. Both agencies are hearing from critics who say the project will destroy irreplaceable desert habitat
— that would affect the flat-tailed horned lizard — and uses unproven technology.

“This is public land being given to a private company for an experimental process,” said Donna Tisdale, a
backcountry activist opposed to the project.

The BLM has set aside some of the land it manages for solar farms.

The project relies on a different technology than the solar panels most people are familiar with. Instead of using
cells that turn sunlight directly into electricity, it uses mirrors to heat an engine the size of a lawn mower’s to
1,300 degrees Fahrenheit. Hydrogen heated by the sunlight expands and drives a piston, then it moves to an area
cooled by the desert air, contracts and drives another piston.

Each 40-foot-tall dish can produce 25,000 watts — enough power for about 16 homes.



The technology’s promise is to make power more cheaply than by burning fossil fuel, said Sean Gallagher, a
spokesman for Tessera, the Stirling affiliate building solar farms.

The technology, called a Stirling engine, is far from new. It was invented in 1816, but has never been put into
widespread use.

Stirling Energy Systems has been working on using the technology in a solar application for years and has set a
record for efficiency, turning 31 percent of the sun’s energy into electricity in a test.

The biggest test so far involves 60 dishes that went into operation this year in Peoria, Ariz. The developers want
to begin installing the first of 30,000 in the California desert by December.

Stirling Energy Systems, largely owned by Irish conglomerate NTR, is betting that better engineering and the
use of automotive mass-manufacturing methods will make the Stirling engines viable.

Critics say it doesn’t make sense to devote so much federal land and federal money to something that might not
work.

State Energy Commission member Jeffrey Byron said he wants to avoid a massive monument to a failed
technology. As an engineer, he worked on solar Stirling engines 30 years ago. But he said he’s not in a position
to evaluate whether this project will work.

While the commission has to review the need for such a project and consider its environmental impact, it cannot
review whether it is feasible, he said.

Stirling is closely guarding the details of how its engines work, although Gallagher said the Peoria test has been
gratifying.

“They do work,” he said.

Critics are also concerned that the project will destroy land on which the flat-tailed horned lizard lives.

The lizard is being considered for federal protection as an endangered species. About 2,000 to 5,000 of the
lizards live in the 6,500 acres of creosote-studded hills and washes 95 miles east of San Diego slated for the
project.

The decision on whether to list them as endangered won’t come until after September.

“This is exactly the wrong time to be doing this,” said Terry Weiner, of the Desert Protective Council, an
environmental group.

Tessera Solar plans to buy lizard habitat to make up for what it destroys and to move lizards that are in the way
of the solar dishes, Gallagher said.

“The lizard is not going to prevent this project from opening,” he said.

But maybe the lawyers will, said Kieran Suckling, head of the Center for Biological Diversity, which often sues
government agencies over the Endangered Species Act.



“These projects are at high risk of getting caught up in litigation,” he said.

Around the Southwest, he said, companies are risking lawsuits in order to build solar projects on federal land
using federal funds.

Suckling called the problem “solar sprawl” — and he said it could be avoided by directing solar farms to places
where the desert floor has already been disturbed, such as abandoned mines or fallow farms.

“There’s no lack of heavily trashed desert,” Suckling said.

Environmental reviews are being rushed because of the arbitrary stimulus deadline, he said. Congress could
change that to allow more time to make sure habitat is protected.

For Byron, the Energy Commission member, projects such as this point to the challenge of powering California
without burning fossil fuel.

“We have a very challenging social decision to make,” Byron said. “Are we going to give up desert in order to
generate renewables?”

Byron said he’s convinced that desert solar plants are needed because rooftop solar systems in cities alone
won’t supply the energy the state needs to meet its aggressive goals of 20 percent non-fossil-fueled electricity
by the end of the year, and 33 percent by 2020.

“If we are going to move to renewables in a serious way, we have to build these,” Byron said. “I’d prefer to do
it all on rooftops. It can’t be done.”


