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US sets 2.6GW floating wind
areas off Oregon despite
fisheries, Tribal pushback

High tide in Coos Bay, Oregon. Photo: Bonnie Moreland/Flickr

Regions in deep waters of Pacific Northwest have some of nation's best resources but face local stakeholder opposition

By Tim Ferry
US offshore energy regulator Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) Tuesday finalised two areas for potential
development in deep waters facing the Pacific Northwest state of Oregon holding some 2.6GW of floating wind capacity.

The Coos Bay wind energy area (WEA) located 32 miles (51 km) from shore is 61,204 acres (247.6 km?2) with around 743MW
of capacity based on BOEM'’s estimate of 3MW per square kilometre. The 133,808-acre (541.5km?) Brookings WEA is located
18 miles (29 km) from the coastline with around 1.6GW of capacity. Both are near the state’s southern boundary with
California where wind resources are estimated at nearly 10 metres per second (m/s), among the best in the US.

“BOEM values its close coordination with the State of Oregon as we continue to work together to maintain a robust and
transparent offshore wind planning process,” said BOEM Director Elizabeth Klein. “We will continue to work closely with
Tribal governments, federal and state government agencies, ocean users, coastal communities and all interested
stakeholders as we move forward with our environmental review.”

Establishment of WEAs enables BOEM to set leases for sale, with a commercial auction possible by the end of this year. Due
to the steep descent of the continental shelf off the US west coast, the WEAs are in waters between 500-1,300-metres deep,
requiring floating platforms. The WEAs represented a subset of the original 1,159,298 acres that the Department of the
Interior, BOEM's parent department, identified in April 2022.

Oregon has one of the cleanest grids in the US, with some 64% of its power generation in renewables, mostly large-scale
hydroelectric, according to the US Energy Information Administration. It also has a huge opportunity for floating wind
development, with some 65GW of technical offshore wind energy, according to National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL)
estimates. NREL finds that 5.5GW capacity development by 2050 could “support 65,000 to 97,000 job-years and contribute
$6.8bn to $9.9bn to the state gross domestic product”. The state legislature in 2022 passed a law targeting 3GW of capacity by
2030, while the Biden administration has set a target of 15GW of development under the Floating Wind Shot set last year.

Local opposition

Despite its promise, local opposition to the industry from the state’s powerful fisheries and Tribes has grown and last year
even governor Tina Kotek, Democrat, added her signature to a letter to BOEM urging a slowdown in development to
address stakeholder concerns. “Many valid questions and concerns remain about floating offshore wind,” the letter, which
was signed by its two US Congressional senators and representatives, all Democrats.

In April, the federally-authorised Pacific Fishery Management Council submitted letters to BOEM and Kotek calling for
rescinding of call areas and restarting the leasing process to reflect the concerns of the fishing fleet. The deep, cold waters
of the US northern Pacific are among the world’s most productive fisheries, and Oregon’s fishing fleet generates an annual
average of $500m revenue and employs some 9,200 people, according to the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife.

Multiple Tribal nations likewise opposed the sector, including the Affiliated Tribes of Northwest Indians and the National
Congress of American Indians. The Confederated Tribes of the Coos, Lower Umpqua & Siuslaw Indians issued a statement
condemning BOEM for neglecting to consult them on its decision and for the risks offshore wind development brings to Tribal
members. Council chair Charlie Kneaper said the Tribes had “serious concerns for the environmental impacts that may occur as
a result of this development. BOEM is proceeding without seriously considering or understanding the impacts of wind energy
development,” said Kneaper. “The Tribe will explore all options to ensure that its concerns are addressed in this process.”

Development in Oregon and West Coast generally will face other hurdles as well, including scarcity of port and supply chain
infrastructure and transmission capacity.
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The mostly rural state lacks significant load centres beyond greater Portland or substantial transmission capacity. NREL sees
the state’s grid capable of integrating some 2.6GW of offshore wind without substantial investment, but anything beyond
that would require upgrades that could cost billions.

And despite the lengthy coastline of 363 miles (584km), the state has few scalable ports capable of handling floating wind’s

massive componentry. The Port of Coos Bay has stand-out potential for repurposing as an offshore wind port but would
require S475m in investment.

BOEM will publish its notification 14 February in the Federal Register, the US journal of record, initiating a 30-day public
comment period.
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