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The bottom line is there are some 
definite pros to wind power from a cost 
and economic development standpoint. 
In cash-strapped, economically blighted 
regions, such as Northeastern Oregon, 
these pros sometimes outweigh the cons.  

However, those cons, which are 
listed below, equate to one conclusion: 
soaring electric bills for consumers, who 
ultimately have to foot the bill for all of 
this wind power. 

Wind Power Cons
•  Wind power is expensive. Today, 

if OTEC were to purchase wind power 
instead of hydropower, members’ rates 
would be three to four times higher.  

Almost 100 percent of the electricity 
OTEC provides its members comes from 
hydroelectric dams, one of the cleanest, 
cheapest renewable energy resources in 
the world. While wholesale hydroelectric 
power is about 3 cents per kilowatt-hour, 
wind energy costs up to 12 cents per 
kilowatt-hour. 

Like many fossil fuel power plants, 
most wind farms, are owned by for-profit 
companies that were created to generate 
a profit for their stockholders. 

Wind energy companies receive 
tax breaks and government subsidies 
to develop wind generation. In 2010, 
wind companies received $5 billion in 
government subsidies, according to the 
Energy Information Administration. 

Despite subsidies, tax breaks, 
manufacturing deductions, export credits 
and tax-exempt bonds, the fact remains 
that wind power still costs more than 
most other energy sources. 

It is up to ratepayers to decide if the 
amount invested in any particular energy 
resource is worth the return. Recent 
surveys by electric cooperatives show that 
while ratepayers like the idea of clean 
and renewable wind power, they are not 

willing to pay up to four times more on 
their electric bills to get it.

•  Wind power is not reliable. The 
way electricity works is it is generated 
on demand. In other words, whenever 
an OTEC member flips on a light 
switch, somewhere a hydroelectric 
dam is creating electricity to meet your 
immediate needs. 

That is not the case with wind power 
because the wind does not blow all of the 
time, leaving periods when no electricity 
is generated. If you were to rely on only 
wind power to provide your electricity, 
the lights may or may not come on, 
depending on whether or not the wind is 
blowing at that moment. 

In fact, if customers were to rely 
entirely on wind power as an energy 
source, they would have electricity for 
only a few hours a day—even on the 
windiest days—and no electricity at all 
on days the wind doesn’t blow. 

Most consumers, no matter how much 
they advocate for green power, are not 
willing to go even one hour without 
electricity.

To ensure consumers have electricity 
available to them at all times and have 
enough to meet their demand, wind 
power must be backed up by more 
reliable sources of power, such as hydro, 
natural gas, nuclear and coal.  

Though some of these sources  
also have drawbacks, they are reliable  
and ensure electricity is always on the 
grid. 

OTEC’s job as a not-for-profit, 
member-owned electric utility is to make 
sure members have low-cost electricity 
every time they need it—whether they 
turn on a light in the kitchen at 2 in the 
morning or want to run their electric 
dryer at noon.  

That means until we figure out how to 
store renewable energy, electric utilities 
must rely on sustainable, reliable sources 
of power—hydroelectricity, nuclear 

power and fossil fuels—to meet the 
demands of ratepayers.

•  Wind power is replacing other 
more reliable sources of generation. 
Many politicians and consumers cel-
ebrate the fact that fossil fuel plants are 
being forced off line by strict regula-
tions imposed by the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency.  

While no one argues that fossil fuels 
produce pollution, and many coal plants 

Wind turbines, such as these overlooking a farm in 
Gilliam County, have been raised throughout north-
central Oregon by independent wind power 
producers. Only a small amount of electricity from 
wind farms in Oregon is distributed to consumers of 
electric cooperatives in the Northwest, most of it 
coming as renewable energy credits from the 
Bonneville Environmental Foundation. 
Photo by Mike Federman
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need to clean up their act, there are no 
cheap, reliable alternatives to replace 
fossil fuels at this time. 

Wind power is only produced on 
windy days, solar power only on sunny 
days, so electric utilities cannot count on 
the output of wind farms or solar plants 
to meet baseload needs.  

For example, during the oppressive 
heat waves that hit the East Coast this 
summer, the electric grid was able to 
handle the power demand because 
electric utilities had immediate access to 
electricity via fossil fuels.  

If utilities had to rely on wind power 
as an energy source, there would have 
been massive outages and rolling 
blackouts because the wind typically does 
not blow on extremely hot days. 

If EPA regulations continue to close 

down plants before any alternatives are 
available, where will electric utilities get 
their power on days when peak demand 
threatens to outstrip supply? That is 
a question that keeps electric utility 
managers up at night.  

EPA admits it didn’t really calculate 
the impacts its rulemaking would have 
on the nation’s energy supply. So it is up 
to electric utilities to keep reminding 
our nation’s leaders to work with the 
energy industry to create workable and 
reasonable solutions to eliminating 
greenhouse gas emissions, while keeping 
the electric grid stable.  

If the utility industry and EPA don’t 
get this right, ratepayers’ electric bills will 
go through the roof or, even worse, there 
simply will not be any electricity available 
when it is most needed.

•  The nation lacks adequate 
transmission to deliver more renewable 
electricity supplies. Transporting 
significant new quantities of renewable 
power between regions of “haves” and 
“have-nots” will require costly upgrades 
to the interstate transmission system.  

Recent studies show that if the United 
States wants to get 20 percent of its elec-
tricity from renewable resources by 2024, 

it would be necessary to build a new 
electricity circulatory system, including 
15,000 circuit miles of high-voltage lines, 
at a cost of about $80 billion.  

Who is going to pay the $80 billion? 
The wind energy companies are counting 
on taxpayers or electric utilities to pay for 
these new transmission lines so they can 
move their product across the country. 

Unless the federal government 
addresses this issue, there simply is no 
way to get the renewable energy from 
one place to another. 

One example of the need for more 
transmission lines is here in the Pacific 
Northwest, where the majority of the 
wind power generated in Oregon is sold 
to California to help that state meet strict 
renewable energy requirements.  

The California Legislature recently 
increased its renewable portfolio 
standards (RPS), requiring all of the 
state’s electric utilities to get 33 percent 
of their electricity through renewable 
energy resources. 

Large hydro projects do not meet RPS 
requirements, even though they run on 
renewable river water. Neither Oregon 
nor California utilities that rely on 
hydropower can use it to meet RPS goals.

Wind energy companies are gearing 
up to build more wind farms in Oregon 
and produce more wind power to accom-
modate California’s growing demand. 
Unfortunately, the transmission lines 
to move that wind-generated electricity 
between the states have reached maxi-
mum capacity.   

How will those new transmission 
lines be paid for, and what do we do in 
the meantime to make sure lower cost 
hydroelectricity has room on the system 
for Oregon consumers?

Electric cooperatives advocate that the 
federal government ensure transmission 
is in place to handle renewable energy 
supplies before policies are developed 
demanding utilities to increase their use 
of renewable energy resources. n

Oregon by the Numbers
Oregon ranks seventh in the United 
States for installed wind power 
capacity. 
XX Wind power online: 2,104 MW
XX Added in 2010: 283 MW
XX Under construction: 1,046 MW
XX Wind projects in queue: 9,361 MW
XX Amount of Oregon power provided 
by wind in 2010: 7.1 percent—sixth 
in the United States, but most of 
the electricity was used by investor-
owned utilities, such as Portland 
General Electric and Pacific Power.

Source: American Wind Power Association


