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Doppler sonar to map ocean for undersea power turbines 
South Florida Business Journal - by Paul Brinkmann  

Florida’s most ambitious renewable energy project – generating electricity from ocean currents – has struggled with 
permits, but is launching a new phase this fall. 

The ocean energy project, based at Florida Atlantic University, plans to deploy Doppler sonar units to map the ocean 
floor for the eventual placement of power turbines. 

South Florida is uniquely situated to take advantage of ocean current. The Gulf Stream, about 12 miles off the coast, is 
the fastest in the world. Its 5 knots are expected to generate power equivalent to a 55 mph wind by using submerged 
turbines. 

The project has attracted broad interest because it would be green energy – no fossil or nuclear fuel. Success could limit 
the need for new coal-burning power plants in Florida. 

But, the process of getting federal and state permits has taken longer than expected, said Sue Skemp, executive director 
of the FAU Center for Ocean Energy Technology. 

The project recently shifted to a permit process normally reserved for placement of offshore oil drilling platforms, 
through the Minerals Management Service (MMS) of the U.S. Department of the Interior. The previous lead 
agency was the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. 

The MMS is proposing regulations that would establish a program to grant leases, easements and rights-of-way for the 
project activities on the Outer Continental Shelf and establish the methods for sharing revenue generated by this 
program with nearby coastal states. The deadline for public comment is Sept. 8. 

“There’s a permitting process we’re actually helping to build, and there’s much more process that was needed because 
this is such a new area,” Skemp said. “It’s really an embryonic field. The information to make these decisions is 
limited, or old, or doesn’t exist.” 

Skemp said the oil rig permit process is not a perfect fit, because rigs have been on the continental shelf, not outside it. 

“The agencies themselves are trying to figure out how to work with the offshore continental shelf,” she said. “We’re 
working to fill that knowledge base, and it’s been a great effort.” 

Big questions remain, however, about the impact on marine life. 

“We’re about to get the agreement to go ahead and put the acoustic sonar in the water,” Skemp said. “That will give us 
more information about the nature of the sea bottom and possible marine life issues.” 

Either way, the project will need to apply for environmental permits through the Army Corp of Engineers, she said. 

Associate Director Camille Coley said the center should be done with mapping and other early phase tasks within a 
year. After that, a prototype unit will be placed in the current. 



FAU’s Department of Ocean Engineering estimates that in its first 10 years, the project could generate more than 
26,000 Florida-based jobs, including technical positions to design the system, and blue-collar workers for construction, 
maintenance and operations. It would spur at least $4 billion in local technology purchases in that time. 

The center, which is based at FAU’s SeaTech campus in Dania Beach, was established with a $5 million grant from the 
state. Subsequent grants included $8.75 million this spring. 

It will cooperate with the nearby U.S. Navy research and heavy equipment center, Nova Southeastern University, the 
Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institution in Fort Pierce and the University of Central Florida. Industry partners 
include FPL Group in Juno Beach, Lockheed Martin and Ocean Renewable Power Co., of North Miami. 

THE DETAILS: 

The Minerals Management Service has prepared a draft environmental assessment (EA) for placement of ocean energy 
turbines in the Gulf Stream off Florida’s East Coast. 

• Web site: www.mms.gov/offshore/AlternativeEnergy/RegulatoryInformation.htm; look under “Rule 
Development”  

• Deadline: Submit comments on the proposed regulation by Sept. 8  
• E-mail: oira_docket@omb.eop.gov.  
• For more information on the proposed rule: Maureen Bornholdt, program manager, (703)787–1300 or 

maureen.bornholdt@mms.gov; Amy C. White, regulations and standards (703) 787–1665 or 
amy.white@mms.gov; James F. Bennett, chief of the Branch of Environmental Assessment, at (703) 787-1660.  
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