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Efforts to develop commercial-scale solar power on public lands in the California desert took a 
major hit late last week when proponents of the Palen Solar Electric Generating System project 
unexpectedly withdrew their application to build the first phase of the project. 

One of the main reasons a representative of BrightSource Energy Inc. and Abengoa SA has cited 
publicly for withdrawing the application late Friday with the California Energy Commission 
(CEC) is the looming expiration of an investment tax credit that benefits mostly solar projects, a 
prospect that could spell trouble for other large-scale renewables projects. 

Projects that are completed and producing electricity by the end of 2016 can qualify for the credit 
that's worth 30 percent of a project's costs -- a major component in securing the financing needed 
to build the more than $2 billion Palen project. After 2016, the ITC reverts to 10 percent of a 
project's costs. 

Palen earlier this month received preliminary approval from CEC for the first 250-megawatt 
phase of the concentrating solar power plant in Southern California's Chuckwalla Valley. But it 
would not have been able under the current permitting timeline to complete the 28-month 
construction of the plant's first phase until 2017, meaning it could not qualify for the 30 percent 
investment tax credit. 

CEC and the Bureau of Land Management are both analyzing the Palen project, the first 250 
MW phase of which would cover about 1,900 acres of BLM land in Riverside County and 
employ a 750-foot-tall power tower and 85,000 heliostat mirrors that would move with the sun, 
heat water and create steam to drive electric generators. 

Joe Desmond, BrightSource Energy's senior vice president of marketing and government affairs, 
told The Desert Sun on Friday that uncertainty about the investment tax credit would have made 
it difficult to secure financing for the project. 

Desmond declined to discuss details with Greenwire about the sudden decision to step away 
from the Palen project. 

The investment tax credit was not mentioned in a formal, two-paragraph notice of withdrawal the 
project backers filed late Friday with CEC. 

Instead, Desmond issued a statement Friday on behalf of BrightSource Energy and Abengoa that 
stated: "After carefully reviewing the proposed decision recommending approval of one tower, 
we determined it would be in the best interest of all parties to bring forward a project that would 
better meet the needs of the market and energy consumers." 

Congress has been working to address the expiring ITC in recent weeks. 

http://docketpublic.energy.ca.gov/PublicDocuments/09-AFC-07C/TN203116_20140926T150541_Palen_Solar_Holdings_LLC's_Notice_of_Withdrawal.pdf


Reps. Earl Blumenauer of Oregon, Dave Loebsack of Iowa and 16 other Democrats earlier this 
month filed H.R. 5559, which would reinstate more than a dozen expired clean energy tax breaks 
and expand the eligibility of projects for the investment tax credit to those that are under 
construction, but not completed, by the end of 2016 (E&ENews PM, Sept. 19). 

Desmond also said the companies wanted to withdraw the state permit application now because 
they did not want CEC or BLM, which is currently conducting a supplemental environmental 
impact statement (EIS) for the project, to devote more time and energy to the Palen project. 

CEC this month granted initial approval of the first phase of the project, with Commissioners 
Karen Douglas and David Hochschild issuing a proposed decision recommending approval of 
the first phase of the project (Greenwire, Sept. 16). 

CEC was scheduled at an Oct. 29 business meeting to approve the first phase of the Palen 
project. 

Lori Sinsley, a CEC spokeswoman, said the agency has stopped working on the Palen 
application to amend an already approved version of the project to allow the companies to switch 
from the original solar trough technology to the power tower format. 

Dana Wilson, a BLM spokeswoman, said the Palen project developers have not notified the 
agency that they are withdrawing the application. 

Wilson said BLM had notified the project proponents that the agency would wait to complete its 
review of the Palen project until after CEC issued a decision to approve the project, "so work on 
the processing of their application is already on hold." 

But she added that she could not say BLM considers the project to be dead "because we haven't 
received formal notification from the company. Our determination on the status will depend on 
that," she said. 

Environmental concerns 

Whatever the reasons, environmental groups say they're pleased that the project is not 
proceeding. 

"We applaud and support the company's decision to withdraw the Palen project," Ileene 
Anderson, a senior scientist and public lands desert director with the Center for Biological 
Diversity in Los Angeles, said today in a statement. 

"They recognize that the site is a problem especially for birds because it lies in the crossroads of 
two highly used migratory pathways in the California deserts, as well as very rare terrestrial 
reptiles including the iconic desert tortoise," Anderson said. "They must recognize the value of 
leaving intact desert in place." 

David Lamfrom, California desert program associate director for the National Parks 
Conservation Association in Barstow, Calif., said NPCA "is relieved and thankful" that the Palen 
project developers have withdrawn the project application. 

http://www.eenews.net/assets/2014/09/19/document_pm_02.pdf
http://www.eenews.net/eenewspm/stories/1060006176
http://docketpublic.energy.ca.gov/PublicDocuments/09-AFC-07C/TN203061_20140915T094029_Revised_Presiding_Member's_Proposed_Decision_PMPD.pdf
http://www.eenews.net/greenwire/stories/1060005907


NPCA has been concerned about the project's location near the Joshua Tree National Park and in 
the middle of what Lamfrom calls the Pacific Flyway traversed by thousands of migrating birds. 

Among other things, the project has raised concerns that birds flying between the heliostat 
mirrors and the power tower could be burned, leading to significant injury or death -- a 
phenomenon referred to as "solar flux." The problem has been observed at the Ivanpah Solar 
Electric Generating System, also developed by BrightSource Energy, in neighboring San 
Bernardino County. 

The CEC commissioners' proposed decision to approve the revised Palen project earlier this 
month acknowledged the project "would very likely result in significant and unmitigable impacts 
to biological resources, mainly due to the Solar Power Tower Technology's introduction of solar 
flux danger to avian species." 

Lamfrom said these concerns are enough to warrant not approving the Palen project, particularly 
after the Interior Department and CEC last week unveiled the draft Desert Renewable Energy 
Conservation Plan, which is designed to manage development of renewable energy projects 
across a vast swath of public and private lands in the Southern California desert to guide 
projected solar, wind and geothermal development over the next three decades (E&ENews PM, 
Sept. 23). 

BrightSource Energy's Desmond, as he has before, downplayed the impacts of solar flux in a 
brief interview and said concerns about impacts to birds did not play a role the Palen project 
backers' decision to withdraw the application to CEC. 

Desmond has cited avian mortality numbers at the nearby Ivanpah power plant, which is much 
larger than the first phase of the Palen project. Ivanpah recorded 321 avian deaths between 
January and June of this year, with about 133 related to solar flux. That pales in comparison with 
the millions of birds killed each year by cats and from crashing into communications towers and 
buildings (E&ENews PM, Aug. 20). 

"We are committed to bringing projects to the market that follow sound and responsible 
environmental measures to ensure all impacts are avoided, minimized or compensated for 
properly," Desmond said in a statement. 

Surprising end 

Still, the withdrawal of the latest Palen project proposal marks a sudden end to a project that 
once was slated to be one of the world's largest solar power plants. 

The $2 billion project, which would have produced enough electricity to power roughly 170,000 
homes and businesses, was left for dead in 2012 when the original project proponent, Solar Trust 
of America LLC, went bankrupt just months after BLM had issued a final EIS for the project in 
May 2011. 

BrightSource Energy purchased the rights to the Palen project at a 2012 bankruptcy auction, and 
BLM last year prepared a draft supplemental EIS analyzing the cumulative environmental and 
visual impacts of the newest proposal, submitted to BLM by the company in February 2013. 

http://www.eenews.net/eenewspm/stories/1060006331
http://www.eenews.net/eenewspm/stories/1060004739


Assuming both phases of the project were built, the revised project proposal would have covered 
the original 5,200-acre right-of-way area but disturbed only about 3,700 acres -- far less than 
Solar Trust of America's original 2008 proposal, resulting in fewer impacts to federally protected 
Mojave desert tortoises, according to BLM. 

The new project also proposed changing the technology in the original proposal to a 
concentrating solar thermal power tower similar to the Ivanpah plant. Solar Trust of America had 
planned to use trough-shaped mirrors to heat a fluid-filled pipe that would heat water to produce 
steam that would run electricity-producing generators. 

The project backers could always revise their application to go back to the original solar trough 
proposal, as CEC itself has recommended. 

"It's a good site for solar development, I can tell you that," Desmond said in an interview. 

But Desmond in the statement issued late Friday also indicated the companies strongly back the 
power tower technology format. 

"We believe concentrating solar power, and specifically tower technology with thermal energy 
storage, can play a key role in helping California achieve its clean energy goals by providing the 
necessary flexibility needed to help maintain grid reliability," the statement said. 

"We appreciate the Energy Commission's hard work and thorough evaluation of the relevant 
issues and we look forward to working with them in the future." 
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