PRESS RELEASE
Madrid, Wednesday March 2nd 2005

Yesterday, as the wind rapidly abated, the Spanish grid operator REE (Red Electrica Española) advised 300 heavy electricity users it was going to avail itself of the interruption clause in their contract. Then, their electricity supply was cut off.

The effect was to reduce overall demand by 2,000 MW, and avoid a possible blackout.

Since December, Spain has weathered several cold fronts that brought snow to the beaches of Javea and Mallorca, something unseen in 20 years. Yesterday, snow brought chaos once more to much of the road network in the northern half of the country. When night came, March temperature records were broken in a number of provinces. In the Valle de Salazar, Navarra, a weather station recorded minus 24.8º Celcius.

Electricity consumption, in such weather, was high on March 1st, peaking at 40,340 MW at 7.49 PM, but below the all-time record of 43,708 MW established on January 27th. 

However, there was no brownout in January. So what went wrong on March 1st?

On Radio Litoral, at about 7 PM, a news bulletin mentioned the partial interruption in the electricity supply, saying the wind had dropped, which had the effect of reducing the production of 11,000 windmills to 700 MW.

Next day, the business paper EXPANSION said much the same thing: little wind, 800 MW produced by the Spanish windfarms in spite of their installed capacity of 8,000 MW. (1)

But this cause, which is very real and documented on REE's website in real-time graphs (2), was taken off centre-stage in favour of a side-story. And the dismal windpower performance was only given 27 words in the body of the article. (political correctness at work).

Here is what the article chose to relate at length:

Because of bad weather, three methane carriers could not dock in the harbours of Barcelona, Sines and Huelva. This prompted REE to worry that gas pressure in the feeders (gas pipelines) might slacken due to the high demand level. And this could impair the performance of gas-fired power plants (Spain has modern CCGT plants with a combined installed capacity of  8,259 MW). So the decision was made to activate the interruption clause with the 300 large users so as to avoid a possible blackout.

But the paper could not avoid mentioning the drop in the wind speed as one of the causes. For indeed it is self-evident that, even with the all the above factors creating a tight situation, REE would not have had to cut off supply had the wind kept blowing.

CONCLUSION

The EXPANSION article (1) concludes with two opposite quotes: one, from an electricity company, boasting that the system was able to cope thanks to the CCGT plants; the other, from another company, pointing to the advisability of not phasing out coal-fired power stations.

The most obvious conclusion was left out: windfarms are unreliable and will let you down when you need them most (cold snaps as well as heat waves normally combine high electricity demand and a lack of wind). 

The upshot is that, for every 1,000 MW of windpower installed capacity,  new conventional generating unit(s) able to deliver 1,000 MW should be built as back-up - preferably not gas-fired. 

For indeed, what if more of the Spanish generating capacity had been inoperative due to maintenance & repair? If we are to believe the article, only 5,000 out of 66,700 MW generating capacity were out of commission on brownout-Tuesday. So the outcome could have been much worse.

This back-up requirement will further increase the already exorbitant cost of windpower, as two power stations are needed to do the job of one. And consumers will pay the price, as they do in Denmark with household electricity prices 2.7 times higher than UK's (€ 225 MWh  vs € 83 MWh). 

Germany also found that out, from an official report that was quickly shelved by the windpower-bent coalition government of Greens and Social Democrats.

The report was leaked out to Der Spiegel, however, who exposed the disturbing news in an article (English translation available from the undersigned upon request). 

Judging from the way the Spanish media treated the March 1 brownout, Madrid has slipped the issue under the carpet, hoping its current build-up of gas-fired CCGT power plants will avoid further embarrassment to the wind industry, the green NGO's, and the government. 

Mark Duchamp                                                                           

save-the-eagles@madrid.com    

www.iberica2000.org/Es/Articulo.asp?Id=1228  

(1) - scanned article posted here: www.iberica2000.org/documents/EOLICA/CASTELLANO/APAGON.jpg  www.iberica2000.org/documents/EOLICA/CASTELLANO/APAGON2.jpg
(2) - www.ree.es   - webpage of REE, the operator of the Spanish electricity supply grid. Follow these steps:  

a) click the English flag

b) click: "operation of the power system"

c) click: "power demand tracking in real time" (second link under picture)

d) click the graph: here is the demand curve, hour by hour, in real time. 

e) go back one window, click "other days", enter 20050301: you will see

the yellow line dropping about 2000 MW from the green line at 18h00. That's the brownout.

f) get back to previous page

g) click "wind power generation" (square to the right)

h) click the graph: here is windpower electricity production in real time 

(yellow line) against installed capacity (straight red line) - Exact figures are posted above the graph. 

i) to see March 1 figures: go back one window, click "other days", enter 20050301: you will see the unwanted drop in windpower generation that caused the brownout.

(3) - real solutions posted here: http://www.iberica2000.org/documents/EOLICA/real_solutions.doc
