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The sun rises over the desert in the western corner of 
Texas, shedding hot light on thirsty soil. Here, life is 

like rain — known to exist, but rarely seen. Rattlesnakes 
coil under massive rock formations, the last remaining 
evidence of water’s presence. Coyotes dip into the slim 
shadows cast by cacti, hoping to find some relief from 
the sun’s stinging rays. Yet, where Texas meets Mexico, 
thousands are turning their faces toward the sun, taking 
in the one gift of this seemingly unforgiving terrain: solar 
power. 

Heating Up
Over 42 thousand solar panels just north of Presidio, 

Texas, spend the day rotating and advancing with the sun. 
Bryan Solar Park is an energy farm, and the harvest can 
always be counted upon. And Bryan Texas Utilities (BTU) 

is the exclusive buyer of all energy produced here. 
BTU’s road to solar energy has been a long one, 

beginning in 2009. At that time, the Texas Legislature 
was negotiating a state mandate on renewable energy. 
The proposed mandate, titled SB 545, would require 
electric utility companies to have a percentage of non-wind 
renewable energy in their portfolios. The bill was never 
passed. However, BTU had begun down the solar energy 
path, so renewable energy became BTU’s new frontier. 

“In 2008, the cost of natural gas increased by 500 
percent,” said Gary Miller, BTU General Manager. 
“Although the clean energy bill failed in 2009, we wanted to 
step into the future of renewable energy on our own terms.”

Nine months later, BTU signed a power purchase 
agreement with a solar power company. Renewable 
Ventures was contracted to build a 10-megawatt solar 
power plant, one of the largest of its kind in Texas at the 
time. This solar power plant, appropriately named Bryan 

BRYAN TEXAS UTILITIES

Bryan Texas Utilities Enters the New Frontier of 
Renewable Energy
Story by Jessica Willingham. Photos courtesy of Bryan Solar Park and Penascal Wind Farm.



(979) 821-5700  |  WWW.BTUTILITIES.COM

www.btutilities.com August 2013   BRYAN TEXAS UTILITIES     Texas Co-op Power   19

Solar Park, is set to produce 23 thousand of BTU’s 1.3 
million megawatt hours per year. The next question on 
BTU’s plate was even more critical — where exactly to build 
the solar farm.

Way Out West
“We had a lot of discussion about where the facility 

should be located,” said Mr. Miller. “We considered Bryan 
first, so the plant would be visible to the community. 
Ultimately, we got the best return on our investment in 
West Texas, where the greatest solar resource potential 
exists.”

On the National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) 
map of solar resource, the northeast is dusted in light 
yellow, illustrating the little solar light received in that 
region of the United States. Bryan, Texas, is orange. But 
Presidio, Texas, burns red hot, collecting the highest 
level of solar energy on the scale. Building the solar farm 
in Presidio would produce far more electricity for BTU 
customers, and at a lower price, in comparison to building 
locally. 

“There is an assumption that locating the solar farm in 
Bryan would result in a lower cost for customers,” said Ken 
Lindberg, BTU QSE-Power Marketing Division Manager 
and lead on the Bryan Solar Park project. “But BTU 
doesn’t incur any additional cost to access the transmission 
system that delivers the energy from Bryan Solar Park to 
our customers, so in the end, it costs less to locate in West 
Texas.” Today, Bryan Solar Park represents 2 percent of 

BTU’s energy portfolio. 
“As we encounter energy issues with an increasing world 

population, the rules will continue to change,” said Mr. 
Lindberg. “Water resources will continue to become an even 
larger global issue. While other power technologies rely on 
varying degrees of water to operate, wind and solar energy 
use a minimal amount of water. From low regulatory risk to 
not polluting to using less water, renewable energy provides 
cost benefits to our customers and environmental benefits 
in the long term.”

Bryan Solar Park, one of the largest of its kind in Texas, is set to 
produce 23 thousand of BTU’s 1.3 million megawatt hours per year.
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Photovoltaic (PV) panels are the most common method used today to produce solar 
power. The PV panels convert light (photons) into electricity. More energy from the 
sun falls on the earth in one hour than is used by everyone in the world, according 
to the National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL). Since PV technology was 
discovered in 1954, thousands of people and businesses use it to power everything 
from the lights to their iPhones and more. 

Finding Balance
While BTU’s solar panels rotate out West, wind turbines whip through the air off the Texas coast. A scorching summer 

afternoon has faded into early evening, and the solar panels have done their job: giving the highest energy output when 
residents needed it the most. Now, the turbines take over, producing electricity throughout the rest of the daylight hours, 
as wind speeds pick up. 

BTU began integrating wind energy in their portfolio in early 2011, and now, seven percent, or 100 thousand megawatt 
hours of BTU’s output, comes from the Penascal Wind Farm near Corpus Christi, Texas. BTU does not exclusively own the 
wind power from this plant, but instead, purchases it in partnership with other cities. 

“The coast kicks off lots of cloud cover,” said Mr. Miller. “While it’s not ideal for solar power, it’s perfect for harvesting 
wind.”

Together, the solar and wind energy supports BTU customer’s “peak load,” or highest need for electricity throughout the 
day. While this complements the needs of customers, coal and gas will remain the largest part of BTU’s portfolio. 

“Our renewable and non-renewable energies balance each other,” said Mr. Lindberg. “Both solar and wind are 
uncontrollable, and their outputs fluctuate. You can’t go 100 percent renewable and expect to turn the lights on whenever 
you want. Our goal has been to explore and utilize renewables, while maintaining excellent service and prices for our 
customers.”

While BTU currently has no new plans to expand their renewable portfolio or the Bryan Solar Park, the possibilities 
remain as endless as solar power itself. 

“At BTU, we are proud to provide customers with sustainable energy sources at an affordable price,” said Mr. Miller. “As 
we move into the future, our customers can remain confident that we will always look for resources that enhance the value 
that BTU brings to the Brazos Valley.”
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“At BTU, we are proud to provide customers with 
sustainable energy sources at an a!ordable price. 
As we move into the future, our customers can 
remain confident that we will always look for 
resources that enhance the value that BTU brings 
to the Brazos Valley.”
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