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The technology

� Planned farm would power 4,500 homes, be model

� Opponents, however, fear the environmental cost
THE PROJECT

The planned solar farm at BNL will use the most
common type of solar panel, photovoltaic cells
made of crystalline silicon. How it works:

1 SUNLIGHT HITS
That solar energy
is absorbed by the
solar panels.      

2 REACTION
Small particles in the
silicon, called electrons,
are shaken loose
by the absorbed
solar energy.

3 CHARGE PRODUCED
These freed electrons begin
to flow, which produces
an electric current.

4 POWER  TO CUSTOMERS
Inverter transforms
the electricity into alternating
current, the type normally
used in homes and businesses.

Electrons

Solar panels

BY JENNIFER SMITH
jennifer.smith@newsday.com

With more than 167,000 solar
panels spread across 200 acres,
the solar farm planned at Brook-
haven National Laboratory
would be the largest of its kind
in the Northeast.

The project takes Long Island’s
relationship with solar power —
until now, mostly panels mounted
on suburban rooftops — and re-
imagines it on an industrial scale.
Out in the woods and fields where
scientists once conducted agricul-
tural experiments, BP Solar wants
to build the equivalent of a
32-megawatt generator, enough to
power 4,500 homes, or most of
Seaford. Many hope it will be a
model for clean-energy initiatives
nationwide.

About 150 acres of trees will be
cleared for the project, something
that riles open space advocate Ri-
chard Amper of the Long Island
Pine Barrens Society. But others
say the benefits — a new local
source of clean energy, and re-
search access for Brookhaven sci-
entists — far outweigh the envi-
ronmental costs of the solar farm.

“We’re building a power plant
that’s run by nature and does not
put harmful pollutants into the
air that we breathe,” said Gord-
ian Raacke of Renewable Energy
Long Island. “Someday we’ll
look back on this like we did the
first unmanned satellites. This is
the beginning of our clean-ener-
gy future, and it’s happening
right here on Long Island.”

That energy will go to a Long Is-
land Power Authority substation
near the lab, then out through the
grid that serves all of Long Island.
The farm would put out less than
half the juice of smaller plants
such as the 79-megawatt Pinelawn
Power facility in West Babylon.

LIPA has agreed to buy power
produced there for 20 years; BP
must have the plant up and run-
ning in 2011.

The U.S. Department of Ener-
gy, which operates the lab, will
host the farm in exchange for re-
search opportunities. As part of
the arrangement, the lab might
even get its own 1- to 2-mega-
watt solar farm, said BP Solar
spokesman Pete Resler.

The project is in keeping with
state and federal goals to in-
crease the use of renewable ener-
gy and reduce dependence on
fossil fuels, said Michael Deer-
ing, LIPA’s vice president for en-

vironmental affairs.
But Amper said bulldozing

woods for the sake of clean ener-
gy undercuts the project’s envi-
ronmental aims. “Are we going
to transform our forests into
solar arrays?” Amper said. “It’s ei-
ther two steps forward and one
back at best.”

The proposed site lies in the
47,500-acre compatible growth
area of the 102,500-acre Long Is-
land pine barrens, where some de-
velopment is permitted. The feder-
ally owned lab is not bound by the
Long Island Pine Barrens Act but
it generally complies with the con-
straints. Those are intended to
protect rare species and aquifers
supplying local drinking water.

Officials with LIPA, DOE and
BP Solar said putting the solar
farm there, close to the existing
substation, will mean less power
lost in transmission.

They said the site is the only
place on lab property for a project
of this scale and intensity. Big,
clustered installations are more
cost-effective than solar panels on
carports or buildings, making elec-
tricity cheaper for consumers.

Supporters say the solar farm’s
capacity to produce clean energy
would far exceed the loss of car-
bon-absorbing vegetation.

Responding to Amper’s objec-
tions, LIPA and its partners cob-
bled together an environmental
mitigation package with the help
of Rep. Tim Bishop (D-
Southampton).

The project was reconfigured
to preserve 14 acres of pine bar-
rens to the north. Wildlife-friend-
ly fences will allow small animals
access to grasses around the pan-
els. LIPA will also spend $2 mil-
lion to preserve additional proper-
ty in the pine barrens, and BP
Solar plans to contribute $75,000
for ecological restoration there.

Amper remains concerned the
lab wasn’t placing enough value
on the pine barrens.

But Bishop and environmental
advocate Adrienne Esposito, who
spent years on efforts to clean up
pollution at the lab, both said the
solar farm was worth it.

“This area has been riddled
with contamination in the past,”
said Esposito, executive director
of Citizens Campaign for the Envi-
ronment. “The most critical envi-
ronmental challenge of our time is
energy and we need to meet it
with renewables. If we keep think-
ing about it myopically we’re
never going to get off the ground.”

The debate
PROS

� CARBON-FREE. Energy produced at the
solar farm would be carbon-free; the same
amount generated at a conventional plant
would emit an estimated 30,000 to
34,000 metric tons of carbon dioxide
each year.
� MEETS GOALS. Project complies with
state and federal goals to promote clean
power, increases renewable energy infra-
structure and reduces reliance on fossil
fuels.
� LEARNING. Scientists at Brookhaven
National Lab can learn more about perfor-
mance of large-scale solar projects and
how weather impacts power generation.

CONS
� FEWER TREES. 150 acres would be
cleared to make way for the farm; trees
there now absorb an estimated 842
metric tons of carbon dioxide that would
otherwise add to global greenhouse gas
emissions.
� PRICEY POWER. Solar power costs
two or three times more than energy
from conventional fuel plants.
� AFFECTSBILLS. LIPA will pay an estimat-
ed $298 million to buy energy from the
farm over its 20-year life; this project and
another to draw power from solar carports
at Suffolk County parking lots will together
add about 83 cents a month to utility bills
of LIPA customers.

— JENNIFER SMITH
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Taking a shine to solar

SOURCE: BP SOLAR; DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY; BROOKHAVEN NATIONAL LABORATORY
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