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Fort Collins Utilities and the Clean Energy Cluster take on FortZED
By Andra Coberly, Fort Collins Now
Published March 19, 2008

Efforts to turn a section of Fort Collins into a net-zero energy district got a bit more muscle in recent weeks. 

Fort ZED will require the district between Old Town and the university to generate as much thermal and electrical energy within a 50-mile radius as it uses within its built environment. The project is the brainchild of UniverCity Connections’ sustainable energy task force. Since the group announced the idea last year, it has continued to gain steam but remained a volunteer-based initiative. 

That is until recently. Fort Collins Utilities and the Northern Colorado Clean Energy Cluster have committed to devoting staff, tools and expertise to Fort ZED.

“It's kind of like a volunteer initiative grows up,” said Ryan Keiffer, Fort ZED co-convener. “It's becoming something that can happen. It can be done.”

Making Fort ZED a reality is much more than a grassroots community organization can handle, Keiffer said. There will be a need for committed technical knowledge and man-hours to not only slow or stop energy consumption and to encourage conservation but to also find ways of generating new, renewable energy to support the district.

Currently, the Fort ZED area contains about 4,500 electric customers and its peak load is about 45 megawatts, using some 222,763 megawatt-hours, according to Gary Schroeder, energy services engineer for Fort Collins Utilities. It represents about 15 percent of the city's peak demand and energy use—and will need to be replaced with locally generated renewable energy if Fort ZED is to be successful. 

“It makes it a lot more realistic and a lot more attainable to have paid experts leading the whats and hows of the project,” Keiffer said. 

One of the initial parts of getting Fort ZED rolling is doing a characterization study, which will be handled by Fort Collins Utilities. That study will give the city and Clean Energy Cluster engineers a sense of how the district is configured with respect to the energy being used: whether the customers are residential, business or industrial, and how much of the load they represent. 

With that information they can better tackle growth of the energy load.

“We have a general uptrend in electricity growth, especially with infill development,” Schroeder said. “There are a couple of components to Fort ZED, one is leveling off or reducing the electricity use. And then we will supply the remaining with the renewables.”

Schroeder said the new partnership has given Fort ZED “legs.”

“It has some real substance. It's not just something people are getting excited about,” he said.

The volunteer group will likely focus on the “demand side management” of the project, working to stop or slow energy use in the district by encouraging conservation efforts among businesses and residents. From there it will likely become much more complicated: figuring out how to have grid stability while no longer relying on power from Rawhide Energy Station and only using renewable energy.

What's going to be the biggest challenge?

“Only everything about it,” Schroeder said. “It's a really big goal: To take 45 megawatts of power and make that net zero, that's really big goal. It's probably the biggest initiative of its kind in the country. I think technically it’s feasible. But that's the challenge.”

According to Keiffer, the Clean Energy Cluster will lead the way on the technical side. The science behind the initiative could likely make Fort Collins a leader in distributed energy sources, renewable energy integration and renewable energy development. 

The initiative's preliminary efforts need about $9 million as a jump start, which will achieve net zero energy for about 10 percent of the district's energy use. Last year, Fort ZED received more than $525,000 in pledges and donations, going beyond the minimum local funding requirements to receive a U.S. Department of Energy grant for demonstration projects. If the grant is approved, Fort ZED will get a $5 million boost. The DOE announcement is expected to be made within a couple of months.
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