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What happens when wind turbines get too old?

By COURTNEY FLATT
Oregon Public Broadcasting

Taylor Hays grew up
watching her father fix
wind turbines. She didn’t
consider herself to be very
mechanical. But she knew
she wanted to work with her
hands.

So she decided to fol-
low in her father’s foot-
steps. Hays is studying at
Walla Walla Community
College in southeast Wash-
ington to repair renew-
able energy equipment, like
wind turbines.

“This is my first wind
application class, so I'm kind
of excited because we hav-
en’t been able to work with
actual wind turbine equip-
ment yet,” Hays said, stand-
ing in a large room filled
with mechanical equipment.

As a potential sec-
ond-generation wind techni-
cian, Hays said she’s ready
to be part of an industry
that’s helping develop tech-
nology that will reduce fos-
sil fuel dependence.

“It makes me wonder,
‘Will I be a big part of this
whole change? Will 1 help
develop new technologies
and all of that?’ It’s exciting
to think about,” she said.

The four students in this
class huddle around a com-
puter. Hays reads instruc-
tions from a large work-
book. Various parts of a

wind turbine hang from the
wall in front of them.

They punch commands
into the computer, and the
equipment whirs to life,
rotating this way and that.

“In this case, we’re mak-
ing things go wrong on pur-
pose so that we can practice
fixing them,” Hays said.

Fixing turbines

Down the road in Pasco,
Washington, H&N Electric

is in the business of fixing
things that go wrong inside
the turbines.

Inside the company’s
shop, machinist Mike Byrd
has a broken piece of equip-
ment suspended on a hook.
It’s an essential part of the
wind  turbine  generator
called a slip ring.

“These are one of the
pieces of the generator that
are designed that they wear
out. And so we’ll exchange
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Evan Taylor, left, and Taylor Hays are studying at Walla Walla Community College to work in
the renewable energy field. In this class, they’re purposefully causing problems with wind
turbine equipment so that they can learn how to fix it.

them out for a one that’s in
good shape,” Byrd said.

Several of these heavy
pieces of equipment sit next
to his workstation. This par-
ticular piece he’s working on
is damaged beyond repair.

“This one’s junk now. So
I'll put it in our recycling
bin and it’ll get recycled,”
he said.

Nate Glessner, man-
ager of H&N Electric’s
Pasco plant, used to work

as a wind technician in the
early 1990s. Now, he says,
he’s seeing more wind tur-
bine generators break down
before they are 5 years old.
That’s way earlier than their
expected 20-year lifespan.

“A lot of the manufac-
turers had to produce a
huge volume of equipment
to meet the demands of the
market. And the wind when
market has grown very rap-
idly. So basically lot there
is a lot of design issues,”
Glessner said.

The U.S. Energy Infor-
mation Administration says
wind power is set to outpace
hydropower this year.

Glessner said he’s seeing
design issues getting worse.

In the Northwest, some
of the oldest wind farms
were built in the early
2000s. When the turbines
get too old, wind farm own-
ers can either upgrade to
newer technology or shut
down the farms. Those pro-
cesses are called re-pow-
ering or decommissioning,
respectively.

In Oregon, the oldest
wind project under state
jurisdiction is asking to
re-power its turbines. The
Stateline  Wind  Project
began operating in Umatilla
County in 2001. The re-pow-
ering would increase the tur-
bine height so that the farm
can generate more energy.

The Energy Facility Sit-

ing Council is expected
to make a decision on the
re-power request Friday.

In the U.S., old turbine
blades usually end up in
the landfill. About 22,000
pounds each. Three blades
per turbine.

A new way to recycle

Washington State Uni-
versity  professor  Karl
Englund hopes to prevent
that. He’s helped develop a
new recycling process for
the fiberglass blades.

“They’re difficult mate-
rial to handle, and there
is not a clearcut path,”
England said. He’s working
with Global Fiberglass Solu-
tions in Bothell, Washing-
ton. The company has built
a blade recycling plant in
West Texas. It should be up
and running by 2020.

To recycle the blades,
the plant breaks them down
into quarter-inch pieces or
smaller. Eventually, those
chunks are turned into plas-
tic pellets or panels simi-
lar to particleboard. Unlike
wood, the fiberglass panels
are water resistant.

“So that has some very
unique attributes of being
able to go where wood falls
short. That goes into places
where there’s high humid-
ity or water where fungi and
deterioration and swelling
occur with wood,” Englund
said.
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Oregon legislative leaders present
new plan for tackling big PERS debt

By JEFF MAPES
Oregon Public Broadcasting
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say they are blocking a quo-
rum in the Senate in part
to force big changes to the
PERS system.

Brown quickly put out a
statement saying that leg-
islative leaders took a rea-
sonable approach given the
political hurdles her own
plan faced.

Legislators were briefed
on the new plan at a bud-
get subcommittee meeting
studying the PERS prob-
lem. It shows that the plan
would keep PERS employer
rates from climbing to more
than 30% of payroll by the
early 2020s and staying
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there through the end of the
decade. That’s what current
projections warn will hap-
pen if nothing else is done.

Kotek and Courtney say
their plan would cap rates
at around 27% of payroll
costs in the early part of the
decade. They would slowly
decline to under 25% by the
end of the decade.

In contrast, the gover-
nor presented a plan that
focused solely on protect-
ing school districts from
higher PERS costs. Kotek
quickly made it clear that
she wanted to provide relief
to all parts of state and
local government, not just
schools.

Like Brown, Courtney
and Kotek call for public
employees to share some
of the costs of shoring up
the system. However, about
two-thirds of the reduction
in employer rates would be
financed by stretching out
the period for paying back
much of the debt from 20
years to 22 years.

Tim Nesbitt, a former
Oregon labor leader now
working  with  business
groups on the PERS issue,
said he’s pleased the leg-
islative leaders are asking
for some cost sharing by
employees.

But he said he’d like to
see “a little more in the cat-
egory of legitimate savings
and a little less in the cate-
gory of deferred payments.”

Public employee unions
— who are key financial
backers of Democratic law-
makers — make it clear
they’re opposed to any ben-
efit cuts.

A coalition of Oregon
unions released a statement
charging that several of the
plans amounted to illegal
benefit cuts that the unions
would seek to overturn in
court.

“We will join any and
all efforts to protect the

secure retirements they
have earned,” said Bruce
Humphreys, president of the
Oregon Nurses Association.

Under the Kotek-Court-
ney plan, Tier 1 and Tier
2 members, who are pub-
lic employees who entered
the PERS system before
2004, would have 2.5% of
their salaries diverted from
their individual retirement
accounts into paying off
the system’s debt. Workers
hired in 2004 and after, who
receive less-generous retire-
ment benefits, would face
a much lower diversion —
just 0.75% of their salaries.

Workers earning less
than $30,000 a year would
not face these diversions.

Republicans and busi-
ness leaders have long
sought a bigger contribu-
tion from workers. Pro-
posed initiatives filed by
former Gov. Ted Kulon-
goski, a Democrat, and for-
mer GOP Sen. Chris Telfer
of Bend, would divert up
to 6% of worker salaries
toward paying off the debt.
And they’re also looking
at requiring 401(k)-type
retirement plans for new
public workers.

Nesbitt, who is also
working on the Kulongos-
ki-Telfer measures, said he
and his allies will wait to
see what the Legislature
does next before deciding
whether to seek the signa-
tures needed to place an ini-
tiative on next year’s ballot.

He said he hopes law-
makers more toward find-
ing bigger cost reductions in
the system. Republican leg-
islators are making similar
calculations.

Sen. Tim Knopp, R-Bend,
who has long worked on
PERS issues, called it “a step
in the right direction.” But
he said Republicans would
have to weigh whether to
back a plan that is far less
than a “complete fix.”
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