
SAN ANGELO, Texas — State Rep. Drew Darby is hoping the House State Affairs

Committee will approve a revised version of his solar initiatives proposal sometime

next week.

But how many people would be willing to pay $1 extra on their monthly electric bills

to support the development of an industry that is already eager to expand in sunny

Texas, but says the state lacks the incentives offered in other places?

According to a poll Darby cited Wednesday morning — 68 percent.

"We know Texans are willing to pay for the initiative," the San Angelo Republican

said at a news conference at the state Capitol.

But a majority of the $300 million to $400 million in fees expected to come in during

the five-year program that would be set up if House Bill 2961 passes will come from

manufacturers and large businesses. The original version of the bipartisan bill

includes a provision that allows residents and small businesses — who would pay

smaller fees under the program anyway — to opt out. Darby and his staff are still

working to revise the bill after encountering opposition from some manufacturers,

investors and other groups who have questioned the value of the program and

expressed reservations about the amount of the fee.

On Wednesday, Darby said the originally proposed fees — $1 for residential, $5 for

commercial and $50 for industrial meters — have been reduced "in an effort to

address some (committee) members' concerns." But the optional and nonoptional

provisions will remain the same. There is still a $250 limit on manufacturers who may

have more than one meter.

A fiscal note attached to the original bill says the program would cost about

$100,000 a year to operate. The estimated fee income Darby gave Wednesday

accounts for the reduced fees.

Because of the opt-out provision, the potential amount that might be generated from

residents and small businesses is variable. Utility providers like Atmos Energy that

give customers the option of donating to low-income energy assistance programs

collect a modest amount each year. In the company's 12-state area, it collected only
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about $1 million last year — $4,000 of that from Tom Green County.

"We wish we had lots more money and customer contributions and we wish the

company could do more," said Shelley Burnett, a spokeswoman for Atmos Energy's

San Angelo office, noting that she was actually surprised by the $4,000 brought in

within the county during a rocky economic climate.

The Concho Valley Community Action Agency, which distributes funding from

donations collected by Atmos as well as the state energy assistance program, said

that while consumer donation-based funding may be small, it goes a long way. The

agency will collect from $110,000 to $120,000 from utility providers in the county this

year. That is a small portion of the $2.6 million it gets from the state — which collects

65 cents per thousand kilowatt hour on unregulated utility providers, such as retail

electricity companies, to help low-income Texans pay utility bills.

"It makes up a small part, but it allows us to do thing we couldn't do otherwise

because we don't have discretionary funds," said Mark Bethune, the agency's

executive director.

Darby's office has the same argument for the solar initiatives program: a modest

amount, at least in comparison to the size of the multibillion-dollar solar industry, that

will go a long way in helping attract the industry to the state.

"Texas leads the nation in every major energy sector except the fastest growing

sector, and that's solar," Darby said Wednesday. But, a lack of economic support, he

said, "means it's largely bypassing Texas."

Some initial costs are expected as renewable energy — primarily wind — producers

prepare to plug into the major transmission lines in the works that will carry energy

from West Texas to major metropolitan areas by 2015. Development of those lines

has been key for the renewable energy industry because wind turbines are currently

producing more energy than the infrastructure of power transmission lines can move.

A revised version of Darby's bill, which is similar to one that died along with dozens

of other solar-related initiatives last session, might be heard in committee next week.

The original version was left pending last week following a hearing in which the

committee chairman and two groups expressed reservations about the still-high cost

of solar technology.

The bill still faces opposition from groups like conservative think-tank Texas Public

Policy Foundation that believe the cost of solar technology is too high and disagree

with imposing a fee on consumers to generate higher cost energy.

Ryan Brannan, a policy analyst with the group who testified against the bill in

committee last week, said the charge should be entirely optional.

"This should all be about the consumer and giving the consumer the best price

available, the best choices available, the best access to the market available and if

we are passing bills that raise fees and raise the price on the consumer in order to

come back and charge them for inefficient energy, that doesn't even pass the sniff

test with us," Brannan said.

A variety of representatives from alternative energy and solar panel manufacturing

companies, many of who testified in favor of the bill last week, joined Darby at the

news conference Wednesday.

Executives from Suntech Power — the world's largest producer of solar panels —

Applied Materials, SPG Solar and Solar City described Texas as a "sleeping giant" in

the solar energy industry.

"There's tremendous opportunity over the next years to attract manufacturing
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facilities to Texas," a representative from Suntech said.

Local economic development officials expressed enthusiastic support for the bill

Tuesday, saying it would give them one more tool to attract businesses from an

industry they see as key to the economic future of San Angelo and West Texas.

John Dugan, vice president of marketing and recruitment for the San Angelo

Chamber of Commerce, said San Angelo is actually better suited to produce solar

energy than wind, at least compared to windier West Texas cities further north like

Sweetwater. A 1,600-acre solar energy project that has been in the works since 2009

could break ground by the end of the year.

"I think alternative energy as a whole is going to be a boon for all of West Texas as

we move forward," said Dugan, who has worked closely with New York-based

Terra-Gen Power, the company developing the project.

© 2011 San Angelo Standard Times. All rights reserved. This material may not be

published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed. 

Share your thoughts

Comments are the sole responsibility of the person posting them. You agree not to post comments that are off

topic, defamatory, obscene, abusive, threatening or an invasion of privacy. Violators may be banned. Click

here for our full user agreement.

Username * Don't have an account? Sign up for a new account

Password * Can't remember? Reset your password

Comment

Comments can be shared on Facebook and Yahoo!. Add both options by connecting your profiles.

Recommend Be the first of your friends to recommend this.

Comments » 0

Be the first to post a comment!

Suspect shot by Abilene officer, dies

Texas rep defends B-1 against program cuts that could affect Abilene

San Angelo-area jail bookings, 04/14

Also in Local News More

Hide

Email Discuss PrintShare »

Solar power initiative reworked » Standard-Times http://www.gosanangelo.com/news/2011/apr/13/darby-adjusts-solar-bil...

3 of 4 4/14/2011 1:59 PM



Features

On the Web: Find San Angelo Jobs Special Sections Online Databases Money Clip Health page +

Online Exclusives: boocoo auctions Visitors Guide Play Online Games Play Numbrix

Down Town Webcam

Useful Links: User Guide Classified Ads Newspaper archives Restaurant Guide

eEdition User Guide

Newsletter Signup: Go Entertainment Crave Back 9 Daily Headlines Breaking News

Special Features: San Angelo Moms Strange and Weird Celebrations Newspapers in Education

GoSanAngelo.com on Twitter and Facebook

Submit: Church Briefs Volunteer

Business Directory: See directory links

Business Directory

Business: e.g. salon

Location: e.g. San Angelo, TX

San Angelo, TX

Powered by Local.com

More news from our local partners »

Mortgage Rates Hit 2.99%
If you owe less than $729k you
probably qualify for govt
www.SeeRefinanceRates.com

UTOG Hot Montana Oil Play
Is UTOG ready to pump liquid cash into
your portfolio?
www.AmericanEnergyReport.com

$79/Hr Job - 252 Openings
Make $79/hr Working From Home. As
seen on CNN & FOX News.
www.dayjobnuker.com/Jobs

Ads by Yahoo!

Scripps Interactive Newspapers Group

2011 The E.W. Scripps Co.

Privacy Policy | User Agreement | About Our Ads

Spring brings mow

work

Who takes care of your yard?

Blog of Patrick Dove

Standard-Times photographer

FREE! Garage sale

apron...

...click to find out how to get

yours!

Solar power initiative reworked » Standard-Times http://www.gosanangelo.com/news/2011/apr/13/darby-adjusts-solar-bil...

4 of 4 4/14/2011 1:59 PM


