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At solar-thermal plants, mirrors concentrate solar energy on a central tower, where steam is generated to run
turbines. (Image: BrightSource Energy)

Prepare for a solar building boom in the deserts of Southern California. After spending years in the
environmental review process and clearing other bureaucratic hurdles, approvals for clean energy producers are
picking up steam.

State regulators have now given the green light to four major solar power projects in as many weeks. The most
recent was on Wednesday, when the California Energy Commission gave the nod to a 370-megawatt solar-
thermal array known as the Ivanpah project (the CEC does not have authority over photovoltaic or "PV" solar
arrays). Developed by Oakland-based BrightSource Energy and built by Bechtel Corp., it will consume more
than 3,500 acres near the California-Nevada border, in the northern Mojave Desert.

In recent weeks the CEC has also approved applications for three other projects in Kern, Riverside and San
Bernardino Counties. The four projects combined will be rated to deliver almost 1,900 megawatts of power, or
the equivalent of two typical commercial nuclear reactors (an important distinction being that nukes run 24/7,
while solar plants generate power about 14 hours a day). Projects representing about 1,000 more MW of solar-
thermal energy come up for final decision before the end of the month.

BrightSource CEO John Woolard told me that after more than three years in the review process, the wait was
worth it.

"Ultimately I think the process works," Woolard told me in a brief interview after the CEC's approval of
Ivanpah. "Hopefully it'll work faster or more expeditiously for people behind us. But I can tell you that it's the
most through and complete process I've ever gone through."

Not thorough enough for some environmental groups, it would seem. At the final hearing, Eileen Anderson of
the Center for Biological Diversity called it "a sad day." Her ally Barbara Boyle, at the Sierra Club, agreed.

"We've been spending countless hours meeting with developers and with the agencies to try and site these
projects right," Boyle told me.
"We're working real hard to make that process better in the future but for right now we have quite a few projects
that are going to have serious local impacts and it's disappointing," she said. Boyle said she thought
environmentalists had a deal with BrightSource to shift some of the solar arrays away from sensitive habitat for
rare plants and the threatened desert tortoise--but were disappointed that the company didn't change its original
layout after all (though at one point in the process the project was downsized by nearly 500 acres).

Energy Commissioner Jeff Byron concedes that Ivanpah will have some "significant impacts" on the
environment but that those will be outweighed by the benefits.

"Southern California--the desert, the Mojave, represents the Saudi Arabia of renewable energy," said Byron.
"There's geothermal, wind and solar there, so--this is a start. It's a substantial start."



State regulators are under pressure to meet a goal to get one third of the state's electricity from renewable
sources, within 10 years. The state's Air Resources Board is likely to issue its own regulation this week, making
that goal a legal mandate for utilities.


