Electricity from the Wind: USDA Farm Bill Section 9006 Provides Funding for Farm and Ranch Wind Projects 

Jess Algers hasn’t paid his electric bill since October 2003. And he couldn’t be happier about it.

Algers, a farmer and rancher from Stanford, Montana, hasn’t paid his electric bill since he installed a grid-tied Bergey 10- kilowatt (kW) wind turbine. He now produces more power than he uses, so his electric meter runs backward.

“The wind is free, so why not use it?” Algers said.

And although Algers’ wind turbine wasn’t free, his costs were greatly reduced when he applied for and received two grants to help defray the cost of the project. The first grant, a National Center for Appropriate Technology (NCAT) Universal System Benefits (USB) grant, is offered by the state of Montana. The second grant, a Section 9006 grant, is offered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to farmers and ranchers throughout the country under provisions in the 2002 Farm Bill. 

According to Alger, the availability of the grants cemented his decision to pursue owning a wind turbine. The grants, along with a state tax credit and good financing, made the project affordable—and helped turn his electric bill into a distant memory.

Algers’ project was one of 34 wind energy projects funded by the first round of Section 9006 grant awards. Farmers and ranchers interested in pursuing subsequent funding awards should start preparing their applications as soon as possible. Although the following overview provides basic information, interested parties can receive up-to-date information from the local rural energy coordinators at their respective USDA State Rural Development Offices. A list of these rural energy coordinators is available at http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs/farmbill/contacts.htm
Jess Algers said that although he had to work “long and hard” on his grant applications, many people helped him through the process, and he’s glad that he put in the effort to find the funding for his new turbine. 

“Wind seems like the right answer,” Algers said.

What is Section 9006 of the 2002 Farm Bill?

The Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 (http://www.usda.gov/farmbill2002/) established the Renewable Energy Systems and Energy Efficiency Improvements Program under Title IX, Section 9006. This section directs the Secretary of Agriculture to make loans, loan guarantees, and grants to farmers, ranchers and rural small businesses to purchase renewable energy systems and make energy efficiency improvements. Congress provided nearly $23 million to fund the program in each of fiscal years 2003-2006. The 2007 Farm Bill will provide $500 million for renewable energy systems and improvements. This program supports small alternative energy and energy efficiency projects that directly help farmers, ranchers and rural small businesses. The Secretary of Agriculture delegated the responsibility for this program to the Business and Cooperative Programs (http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs/) within the Rural Development Mission area of U.S. Department of Agriculture.

Who is eligible for funding?

This program helps farmers, ranchers, and rural small businesses reduce energy costs and consumption. The program also supports and stimulates rural economic development by helping agricultural producers and rural small businesses create new sources of income, new jobs, and new uses for agricultural products and wastes.

What types of projects are eligible for funding?
Funding must be for the purchase of a renewable energy system or to make energy efficiency improvements. Eligible renewable energy projects include systems that generate energy from wind, solar, biomass, or geothermal sources or that produce hydrogen derived from biomass or water using a renewable energy source. Renewable energy projects can include the generation of electricity, heat, fuels, or hydrogen. Energy efficiency projects typically involve installing or upgrading equipment that results in a significant reduction in energy use from current operations.


What types of funding are available?

The USDA is providing $500 million for its Renewable Energy Systems and Efficiency Improvements Grants Program. This program supports small alternative energy and energy efficiency projects that directly help farmers, ranchers and rural small businesses. Some key provisions of the program are: 

· Applicants may qualify for a grant, a guaranteed loan, or a combination of both. 

· A grant request must not exceed 25% of the eligible project costs.
· Renewable energy grants can range from $2,500 to $500,000. 
· Energy efficiency grants can range from $1,500 to $250,000. 

· Projects under $200,000 total costs qualify for a simplified application process. 

· Loan guarantees can comprise up to 50% of total eligible project costs. Guarantees can range from $5,000 to $10,000,000 per project. 

· Projects can qualify for combined grant and loan guarantee, but the grant portion is still subject to the above limits, and combined funding assistance cannot exceed 50% of total eligible project costs. 

In the first three years of the 9006 program, USDA has awarded a total of 435 grants totaling $66.7 million to agricultural producers and rural small businesses in 36 states. In addition, the first two loan guarantees were awarded at the end of fiscal year 2005 for $10,100,000.

How can I apply?

All parties interested in pursuing available funding opportunities should work with the rural energy coordinators at the USDA State Rural Development Offices (http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs/farmbill/contacts.html) to prepare and submit applications. The rural energy coordinator will also be able to answer questions and discuss the USDA environmental requirements for your proposed project. You should contact the office where your project is located. For links to the standard government forms, go to Section 9006 Forms (http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs/farmbill/9006form.html). See also “How do I apply?” on the USDA Web site (http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs/farmbill/apply.html).
More Information

· USDA Farm Bill Section 9006: Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Program
www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs/farmbill/
· USDA 2007 Farm Bill Proposals www.usda.gov/wps/portal/usdafarmbill?navtype=SU&navid=FARM_BILL_FORUMS 
· USDA 2007 Farm Bill News: Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Funding www.usda.gov/wps/portal/!ut/p/_s.7_0_A/7_0_1OB/.cmd/ad/.ar/sa.retrievecontent/.c/6_2_1UH/.ce/7_2_5JM/.p/5_2_4TQ/.d/0/_th/J_2_9D/_s.7_0_A/7_0_1OB?PC_7_2_5JM_contentid=2006%2F08%2F0282.xml&PC_7_2_5JM_navtype=RT&PC_7_2_5JM_parentnav=FARM_BILL_FORUMS&PC_7_2_5JM_navid=FARM_BILL_NEWSRT#7_2_5JM 
· USDA Notice of Funds Availability and State Contacts www.rurdev.usda.gov/rd/nofas/
· Forms needed to apply for Section 9006 grants and other information
www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs/farmbill/9006form.html
· USDA Tools & Resources (includes environmental guidance, sample letters and other documents specific to wind turbines) www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs/farmbill/envguid.html#support 

· Windustry offers information and funding updates and sample forms for farmers interested in wind power at www.windustry.org/farmbill/default.htm
This article was prepared with information provided by the U.S. Department of Energy's Wind Powering America Program. For more information, please visit www.windpoweringamerica.gov.

