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Traverse City 
Leads the Way

Traverse City is one of the crown 
jewels of Michigan, the nation and, 
dare I say, the world. Tucked in 
between the pinky and ring finger 
of Michigan’s lower peninsula on 
Grand Traverse Bay, the city has 
unmatched natural beauty, a thriving 

arts and entertainment community, a robust economy 
and a forward-thinking citizenry. It is always short-
listed among the most livable places, best places to 
visit and best places to retire in the country.

By Dennis Hicks

Biking through downtown Traverse City.
Courtesy of Traverse City Tourism.
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(See, Traverse City, continued on page 8)

Traverse City residents are playing with a hot 
hand. But they also understand the fragility of their 
beloved city and its natural environment. As the 
Joni Mitchell song goes, “They paved paradise, 
put up a parking lot.” The people who live in this 
little piece of paradise are determined to preserve 
and protect what they have. And Traverse City 
Light and Power (TCL&P) is a key part of their 
strategy.

“Traverse City Light and Power is a leader in 
renewable energy,” said Tim Arends, TCL&P 
Executive Director. “In 1996 we installed the first 
utility grade wind turbine in the U.S. In 2013 we 
partnered with Cherryland Electric Cooperative 
to build the first community solar project in 
Michigan. We are the first city in Michigan to 
declare a 100% renewable energy goal (by 2040) 
and among only 100 cities in the nation to do so. 
Currently, we are contracted at 28%.”

TCL&P partnered with Heritage Sustainable 
Energy, LLC, a Traverse City-based renewable 
energy provider, to build the M-72 Solar Project near 
the original wind turbine. Under the collaborative 
agreement, the utility purchases the entire 3 
megawatt output of the solar projects. Heritage 
Sustainable Energy purchased the original wind 
turbine from TCL&P, which now buys the entire 
output under a a power purchase agreement. 
TCL&P is also purchasing the electric generation 
from five two-megawatt wind turbines at the DTE, 
Stoney Corners Wind Farm near Cadillac.

A potential future renewable energy project would 
have TCL&P working with Cherry Capital Airport 
to install up to 10 megawatts of solar generation 
on airport property. TCL&P has also committed to 
purchase 29.6 MW of solar generation currently 
under development in Calhoun and Shiawassee 
Counties.

These renewable programs make it possible 
for TCL&P to offer its Voluntary Green Pricing 
Program. Customers have the option of 

purchasing 25%, 50%, 75% or 100% of their 
consumption from renewable energy.

But waste not, want not. In 2019, TCL&P had one of 
its biggest years for its Energy Waste Reduction 
Program. The commercial and industrial program 
alone saved around 4.7 million kilowatt hours, 

nearly 200% of its goal. The residential program 
also had a good year, achieving 100% of its goal.

“We’re looking at where the board wants us to go 
on EV charging. Currently we have chargers at the 
utility and in both of the city’s parking garages,” 
said Arends. “We are also constructing fiber-
to-the-premises (FTTP), which will be offered 
to every home and business in the city. We’ll be 
deploying the first phase in the downtown area 
by the first of July. FTTP will have internet and 
voice applications, and allow us to display time-
of-use rates. We began a year and a half ago with 
Advanced Metering Infrastructure for electric and 
water meters, and that project is almost done. 
It will allow us to measure, collect, and analyze 
energy and water usage data, and enable two-
way communication with meters.”

“We are the first city in 
Michigan to declare a 

100% renewable energy 
goal (by 2040) and among 

only 100 cities in the nation 
to do so. Currently, we are 

contracted at 28%.”
Tim Arends, TCL&P Executive Director
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Traverse City
continued from page 7

TCL&P makes it all look easy, but underlying the 
whole enterprise is a remarkable set of challenges. 
The city’s population is around 15,600, But in 
the summer months the population explodes 
because of the region’s main industry, tourism. 
In a typical year, over 500,000 visitors attend the 
National Cherry Festival over a period of only 
eight days. Four times, this event has been name 
in the Top Ten Events in America by USA Today. 

Grand Traverse County is home to 40 wineries, 
and is one of the major centers of wine production 
in the Midwest. Wine tasting and winery tours 
are popular summer events. There are also 
art galleries, live music venues, casinos, and 
the annual Traverse City Film Festival, made 
famous by film-maker Michael Moore. 

Nearby is Sleeping Bear Dunes National 
Lakeshore, a 35-mile-long stretch of Lake 

Michigan shoreline that includes forests, beaches, 
dune formations, and ancient glacial phenomena. 
In 2011, the area won the title of “The Most 
Beautiful Place in America” from Good Morning 
America.

All of this, and much more, attracts summer 
residents, boaters, golfers, campers, bicyclists…
you get the idea. Everything figures in to the 
careful planning TCL&P has to conduct in order 
to power the whole operation.

“In the winter, our peak is 52 megawatts,” 
said Arends. “In the summer it goes up to 67 
megawatts. On top of that, our customer mix 
is 80% residential and 20% commercial. But in 
terms of revenues the numbers flip. We get 20% 
of our revenues from residential and 80% from 
commercial customers. We have a very vibrant 
downtown, and summer is a busy time for tourism-
based businesses like shops and restaurants. 
The Michigan Public Power Agency (MPPA) is 
very good at helping us track demand.”

Sleeping Bear Dunes
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And just to add one more ball to the juggling 
act, TCL&P maintains the third lowest residential 
electricity rates and the fifth lowest commercial/
industrial rates in the state. For most Traverse 
City residents, all of this is happening below the 
radar. 

“We know we’re doing a good job when people 
are not thinking about us,” said Arends. “We are 
very conscious of what we are spending. We 
are also very reliant on MPPA and the Michigan 
Municipal Electric Association. We know we don’t 
know it all, so those relationships are imperative. 
They keep us informed and share best practices.”

At the end of the day, it’s about what the community 
wants for themselves and for future generations. 
Traverse City has a lot to offer, which also means 
they have a lot to lose. They clearly know this, 
and they are taking steps to safeguard the jewel 
they have inherited. And as they do so, they are 
blazing a trail for others to follow.

“Our board is providing the strategic direction,” 
said Arends. “They are not utility experts. Instead, 
they are very invested in the community and 
very good at planning and offering high-level 
leadership. One of the great things about being 
a municipal utility is that our board is elected and 
appointed by the community. Our community is 
very environmentally conscious. They want to 
protect our land, water and air quality. They want 
to combat global warming. We hope others will 
follow.”  💡




