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'COso geothermal lfi'oject 
alks thin line _W_ 

.A. path between Navy ballistics, a fragile 
dersert and arrowhead sites 
IJJIIDi.l 
.-\dYeniter _5ciciiCC Wriler 

CHINA LAKE NA\'AL 
WEAPONS CE:\"TER. Callf. -
.se'"ral times a month. t.he 

' crews that run thP Coso .Geo-
thermal Project Itt "''lP Md. 
walk oft cbe job._ --

Tfle evacuation is.. ·NCiuir.ed · 
by %he Navy, which operates 
an elaborate ordnance-tesung 
range in this 3.DOO-foot·high. 
corner of the Mojave Duct. . 

So one wants a nray cMR 
missile to claim h,·cs as w.,u as 
property. 

For two or thee hours at a 
stretch. Coso's high-teeh steam 
turbines spin under the guid· 
ancc of computers. When the 
range reopens, the crews reo 
tum and pick up where they 
left off. "7.". 

·we d.;.f,ned the plant so it 
could oplrate Itself and shut It· 
self do'll!'l' ·. U somethllll 1011 
w~--~· u.~a~ ~~~~~~----~----~w=~==~~==~ 
presldelli for plant operatiODI 
wtth Callfomla EnerJY Co .. the 
Coso pi'OJICt developer. • Any 
iilarm goes off. it shuts do,.-n." 

Perched on an •ncient net· 
work of seismic faults between 
the Sierra Kevada and Coso 
mountains, the $615-million op­
eration Iince January has been 
churnmg out 240 megawatts of 
electricitY for !'ollr.h&!m Callfor 
nia Edison. This lS now -the 
second·largest eommercial geO­
thermal field in the t:nited Stata ·. ;_:-.... -<-· 

calitDmla Enerl)' Co. and its 
o:ns1neerin~ and construcuo_n 
COIItraetor, MisSion Power En· 
gineetift6 co.,. are members of 

Kilauea Energy Partners. one Gas & Electnc ~~ field 
of two groups negOtiating with at The Geyera iii nonhern Cal· 
Hawaiian Electric Co. for pos•i· ifomia. -
ble development of 500 mega· And while c- is not the 
watts of geothermal enerBY on only feothermal plant run at 
the Bii!"JslaDc1. • • tim" by computers. It has be-

Wblfe the MOJave"s sublerra· come a model for the indum'y 
neaa soup may be markedly for· iu relationship with the 
dlfterut trom the 1eothermal frallle ~ ecosylteDI and Its 
resource bel1eath KllaueL ll!e technique for deallnc with the 
ballc technolfiiY for harnn.ing dark aide of the geothermal 
hot water and steam renii1hs force: hyclrolen sulfide. 
the same. ·· Throuch 61 wells ranginJ up 

"New Zealand. l"Caly, Ja~ .. w t- miles· deep, the c­
the Philippines. Cerural Aliltft!" p~.taps preUwUed 400-de­
ca basically all have 11milar I"" . watez; fed by DIOWitaln 
conditions." sa~·s Euell. who runoff. Only three shallow 
bas also worked at the Pacific wells produce from a. steam 

A geothermal ~rocluction weU feeds cdso'a Navy~ I plant in the Mojave Desert. 
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reservo1r. 
The nine Coso Jeneratorl' use 

a "double nash" system of aeo­
thermal power production, 
meanina steam separates from 
water tWice at different pres· 
sures. The water that cascades 
from the plants' c:oolinl towers 
- the noisiest part of the op· 
eration - then is reinjected 
through wells penetrating deep 
into the ground. 

Since Coso is a water-domi· 
nated system. as are Kilauea·s 
aeothermal zones. 1t hasn't had 
the problems With water rein· 
jection experienced at The 
Geysers in northern California, 
a reservoir of almost pure 
steam, where sharp tempera· 
ture differences have damaaed 
some injection wells. 

T.oxic .hy<Srogen ,sulljde gas is 
reinjected along WitJf fhe con• 
densed steam and waste brine. 

"We put the aases back in 
the water and put it all back 
in the ground." says Ezzell. 
"\Ve end up with a cleaner 
system." 

Adds Cal Energy's env1ron· 
mental compliance technician. 
Jony Homer. ·we don't put 
ur.ything anto the a1r but water 
vapor." 

In terms of cleanliness and 

plant safety. geothermal power 
has huge lld,.·antages o\·er ev• 
ery other form of power gener­
ation except hydroelectric, says 
Sean llaney. the 28-year-old 
supervisor of Coso's Xavy•l 
plant. 

"I don't have a boiler, I don't 
have a reactor plant." says Ma· 
ney. • All I've got IS some hot 
water coming out of the 
ground. We're the original 
plant that recycles e\·erything 
that"s produced m the field." 

Although the project is on 
federal l<tnd. the d~velopers 
comply wnh the environmental 
requirements of the Califorma 
Energy Commission and Cali· 
fomia Department of Fish and 
Game. 

Bob Haussler, manager of the 
commission"s environmental 
prott.'Ction office m Sacramento, 
g1ves high environmental 
marks to Coso in particular and 
geothermal energy in general. 

During drilling and construc­
tion at Coso. the commission 
\\"HS concl.!rned about the ef· 
fects on archeological sites. 
Haussler ;:ave:. Some 6.000 to 
'i.OOO yr.>ars ·,.go. nauve Amera· 
cans flocked an great numbers 
to the desert. where they col· 
lected and fashioned obsidian. a 
dark volcanic glass, into knife 
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points and arrowheads. 
Cal Energy agreed to pre· 

serve u many sites as possible 
and catalog those that had to 
be disturbed. says Haussler. 

"I'm not aware of any viola· 
tlons." Haussler said in a tele· 
phone interview. 

To an unschooled eye, the 
Mojave may seem a wasteland. 
but biologists know better. 

The desert supports a trea­
sure house of animal and plant 
species. some of them. hke the 
JOShua tree and desert tortOISe. 
endangered. 

The company has gone as far 
as to dig up and relocate an 
entire den of state-protected 
mojave ground squirrels, says 
Homer. 

Workers also routinely rake 
up tire tracks that would oth· 
erWise mar the desert surface 
for a decade. he says. 

·one of the real challenges i~ 
goang to be ensurmg that for 
the long·term we are able to 
keep all those balls m the air.·· 
says retired )la•. l;cn. )lark 
Sisinyak. the Coso pro,ec-t" • 
general manager <tiHI .t 32·year 
\"eteran of the Army Corps oi 
Engineers. ·rt helps to know 
how the federal bureaucrac1e:S 
and state bureaucracies work.· 
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A lone joshua tree stands amid pipes and power lines on the Navy testing roJ"Ige . 
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