
  
Local National World Campaign '08 Business Education Health Science Green Obituaries Special reports Traffic Weather Lottery 

 

Local Search Site Search 
GO

 | Sign In Register Now Home Delivery

 

Proposal could calm storm over wind 
farm 
Floating turbines stir hope, interest 

By Stephanie Ebbert and Beth Daley 
Globe Staff  March 15, 2008  

A new proposal for a wind farm off the coast of Martha's Vineyard is promising 
what people on all sides of the Cape Wind debate can embrace: turbines in a 
location where nobody has to see them. 

Blue H, a subsidiary of a Dutch company, announced this week that it wants to 
build 120 floating wind turbines in deep water 23 miles off Martha's Vineyard 
and sought government approval to install a test turbine. Company officials 
then joined with the main opposition group fighting Cape Wind's proposed 
wind farm off Cape Cod in touting Blue H as a viable alternative that would be 
far from ferry lanes and invisible from shore. 

"If you had a horse and buggy and then the automobile was invented, it makes 
sense to embrace the technology moving forward," said Blue H spokesman 
Martin T. Reilly. 

There's only one problem: No one knows whether a floating wind farm will 
work. 

Modeled after deep-sea oil rigs, the float technology has never been applied to 
wind turbines in the deep ocean. In December, Blue H launched the world's 
first floating turbine, an 80-kilowatt demonstration project off the coast of 
southern Italy. Soon, the turbine will be moved about 10 miles offshore to water 
more than 350 feet deep. Blue H plans to launch the world's first commercially 
operating floating turbine off Puglia by the fall. 

Yet wind specialists say that it is unlikely that a commercial-scale floating wind 
farm will be operating anytime soon. 

"I don't think they can get a large-scale operation going in two to three years, 
but the first step is to get a single experimental turbine up," said Walt Musial, 
principal engineer for ocean renewable energy at Colorado's National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory. 

The idea for a floating wind farm off the Vineyard, in water 167 feet deep, would 
need to overcome numerous technical obstacles, such as determining how big 
the floating platforms' submerged structure should be to support a turbine, how 
ocean currents will affect the dynamics of the structure, and even how the 
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transmission cable will operate, Musial said. 

Cape Wind president Jim Gordon said he does not worry that new technology 
will outpace his project and render his seven-year investment in Nantucket 
Sound moot. "There will be a whole range of issues that they'll need to 
confront," he said. 

"I think we need all the renewable energy we can get," Gordon added. 
"Certainly, if they can get through the development process, then we welcome 
them and wish them well." 

Commercial wind turbines for offshore projects like Cape Wind's employ 
technology now in use in Europe. In deep water, however, it is prohibitively 
expensive to affix wind turbines to the sea floor. The world's deepest offshore 
wind turbines today are in about 147 feet of water off Aberdeen, Scotland. Blue 
H officials say their technology can work in waters as deep as 1,000 
feet. Continued... 
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option. 

"I wouldn't see them as a competitor [to Cape Wind] at the moment," said 
James F. Manwell, director of the Renewable Energy Research Laboratory at 
the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. 

Manwell is working with a group developing European standards for wind 
turbines mounted on the ocean floor. 

"Nobody's even begun to think about floating," he said. "You're going to have to 
go through testing, verification. It's going to take years." 

That didn't stop Blue H from promoting it during a Minerals Management 
Service hearing on Cape Wind in Boston Thursday night. "For the first time, 
alternative deep-water technology now exists," Blue H's Reilly said. 

"The question now comes on what is the most appropriate place to allow wind 
power to go forward," Reilly told the crowd of about 450. "And clearly the 
answer is deep water." 

Participants who oppose the Cape Wind proposal applauded heartily, and some 
of the speakers began citing Blue H as evidence that there are better 
alternatives than spoiling the Sound. 

"We've always been supporting deep water," Audra Parker, spokeswoman for 
the Alliance to Protect Nantucket Sound, said in an interview. "It's potentially a 
promising alternative to Cape Wind." 

Stephanie Ebbert can be reached at ebbert@globe.com; Beth Daley at 
bdaley@globe.com.  

© Copyright 2008 Globe Newspaper Company.  
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