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Public-Private Partnership for Solar Power Facilities at NASA Kennedy Space Center

NASA’s Kennedy Space Center (KSC) and Florida Power & Light (FPL) – the nation’s largest renewable energy producer – have partnered to construct and operate the space agency’s largest solar power generation facility to date, converting underutilized land into a source of clean energy for both NASA and Florida consumers.

The initiative was enabled by a combination of NASA’s enhanced use leasing (EUL) authority and FPL’s plan to build 110 megawatts of solar power generation to serve Florida customers under new clean energy legislation Florida adopted in 2008.

The project resulted from KSC’s effort to identify alternative uses for 1500 acres of non-productive citrus acreage, a remnant of early agricultural usage prior to NASA’s acquisition of northern Merritt Island in the 1960s.  The large majority of KSC’s 139,000 acres is undeveloped wetlands and scrub habitat that comprise the Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge.  The citrus acreage, allowed for years to continue in production, has become unproductive and non-viable. Much of the acreage is now being over-grown with invasive species that are deleterious to adjacent natural habitats.

When FPL approached NASA to consider providing property for development of a solar power facility, NASA agreed to set aside about 100 acres of the citrus land for the project subject to completing an environmental assessment. KSC subsequently proposed that in lieu of land value payments, FPL provide a separate one megawatt solar power facility to feed the space center’s electrical system, thereby providing its first major on-site renewable energy production to cut KSC’s energy costs and help meet Federal renewable energy mandates.  The separate one megawatt facility for NASA will furnish about one percent of the KSC electric power demand, but will meet about half of its required target for use of renewable energy.

Under the agreement entered into by NASA and FPL, the company is providing $6.36 million upfront to design and build the NASA facility in lieu of lease payments over the 30-year term of the out-grant. The utility will also operate and maintain NASA’s solar power asset during that term.  There are provisions to allow upgrading both facilities to new technology in the future, and for a doubling of output by expanding both the FPL and NASA facilities in a second phase.

The FPL 10-megawatt facility takes advantage of utility transmission lines already in place at KSC to distribute the energy into FPL’s power grid, providing energy to power approximately 3,000 homes. FPL estimates the plant will prevent more than 227,000 tons of greenhouse gas emissions from entering the atmosphere during the life of the project. According to the Environmental Protection Agency, that is the equivalent of eliminating the emissions from more than 1,800 cars every year.

FPL and prime contractor SunPower Corporation began construction on both facilities in June 2009. The facilities will be commissioned by year end.  FPL and NASA KSC are engaged in discussions on other projects to convert underutilized space center property for use in producing clean energy commodities.  

An innovative approach to and application of Federal authorities can help advance key national energy policies – in this case, a growth of renewable energy use by Federal power consumers – with resulting environmental benefits and a more efficient use of budgeted resources for energy costs.  What’s good for the environment can also be good for an agency’s budget, as energy costs reduced can translate into available dollars for other agency mission needs.
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