Wind Power Sets Records, as Countries Seek Climate Fixes
by Wendy Koch
Aug. 13, 2015 – A key tool in the U.S. Clean Power Plan, wind gets global lift with lower costs and more offshore farms.  But will its growth continue?
As global climate efforts intensify this year, a renewable power source is setting new records.  Wind's costs are plummeting in the United States, and offshore farms are soaring in Europe—at least for now.
Worldwide, wind power expanded more last year than ever before.  New reports show it’s continuing to gain ground.  Since it emits no heat-trapping CO2, wind will be a key tool for countries crafting a new UN-led climate accord this December in Paris.
Europe’s offshore wind farms are producing record amounts of power.  They tripled capacity in the 1st 6 months of this year, compared to the same period of 2014, owing largely to “explosive growth in Germany and the use of higher capacity wind turbines,” according to a recent report by European Wind Energy Association, an industry group.
In the U.S., wind now provides 5% of the nation’s electricity, the Department of Energy reported this week.  It can produce 66 GigaWatts (a GigaWatt is a billion Watts), enough to power 17.5 million homes.  American companies are also joining the move off land.  This year, near the coast of Rhode Island, the 1st U.S. offshore wind farm broke ground.
Better technology has helped wind's wholesale cost fall to an all-time low—just 2.35¢ per kiloWatt hour, a drop of 2/3 from 2009, the DOE report says.  “Wind projects are economically viable in a growing number of locations throughout the U.S., says co-author Ryan Wiser, senior scientist at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory.  He notes turbines are getting taller and their blades are wider.
Wind isn’t just expanding in the world’s top 3 producers, which include China, the U.S. and Germany.  It’s also grown rapidly in India, which had the world’s 5th largest capacity by the end of last year, according to the Global Wind Energy Council.  New markets are also emerging in Latin America and Africa, says Stefan Gsaenger of the World Wind Energy Association.
Still, he cautions that there are challenges ahead.  “Several of the leading wind markets, especially in Europe, have seen stagnation,” he says.  Indeed, despite France’s plans for floating offshore wind turbine projects and the United Kingdom’s launch of possibly the world’s largest offshore farm, wind’s growth is slowing in parts of Europe.  Last year, the number of new installations stalled in Spain, Denmark and Italy.
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