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By GINA GERMANI

Tons of geothermal pipes, thou-
sands of square feet of solar panel-
ing and mammoth 140-foot wind 

turbine blades destined for the more than 
30 renewable energy projects proposed for 
the Imperial Valley could become as com-
mon a sight on local roads as truckloads of 
cattle, hay and carrots are now. 
 What isn’t as visible is the green en-
ergy funding that is starting to fuel the 
Imperial Valley business economy. Sever-
al local businesses have been hired to find 
property for renewable operations, handle 
their legal matters, provide security and 
make them known to the community. 
 “Many of them (renewable compa-

nies) are making a conscious effort to use 
local services,” said Aaron Popejoy, cre-
ative director and operations manager of 
the marketing/advertising firm Conveyor 
Group. “They hire local, and they’re basi-
cally saying that ‘right from the get-go we 
have a commitment to the community.’ ”
 Conveyor Group currently repre-
sents a number of major solar, biomass 
and wind developers, providing a variety 
of services including image development, 
public outreach campaigns, strategic ad-
vertising and community relations.
 “We’re helping them make decisions 
now that potentially impact the decisions 
made for or against them later,” he said, 
referring to the government agencies that 
ultimately have the final say on permitting 
proposed projects, and the public that will 
either welcome or reject them. 
 Renewable energy jobs haven’t always 
gone to local businesses, though, accord-
ing to Sean Wilcock, who heads up a new 
procurement service offered by the Impe-
rial Valley Economic Development Corp. 
(IVEDC).  
 “What we were seeing were these San 
Diego, L.A. and Yuma employers and con-
tractors driving by and stealing the work, 
and that doesn’t sit well with folks here,” 
Wilcock said.
 Wilcock’s job at IVEDC is to connect 
incoming renewable energy companies 
with prospective local services and sup-
pliers ranging from auto fleets and repair 
to uniforms, ice and water, office supplies 
and maintenance, to even port-a-potties. 
 Just being local, however, does not 

Meet Imperial Valley 
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Conveyor Group currently represents major solar, biomass and wind developers, providing a variety of servic-
es including image development, public outreach campaigns, strategic advertising and community relations. 
Aaron Popejoy, creative director and operations manager, is pictured in the firm’s Imperial offices.
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necessarily give an Imperial Valley business a leg up to work 
with renewable energy firms, according to Jason Jackson, 
general manager of Desert Security Services, who also is an 
El Centro City Council member and chairman of the Impe-
rial County Workforce Development Board. 
 “I have seen security companies as far north as San Jose 
bidding on contracts in Coachella and Imperial valleys,” Jack-
son said.
 Local firms have to be able to offer competitively priced 
goods and the same level of service as big-city operations, 
Jackson said, whose company has the contracts to provide the 
security for the 123-acre, 23-megawatt SunPeak Solar facility 
in Niland, as well as all security on the Sunrise Powerlink. 
  “Yes, we’re competitive,” he said. “You can’t ask a com-
pany to hire you at 20 percent higher rates just because you’re 
local.” 
 Jackson added, “We’re asking them to give us a shot to be 
competitive, to show them that we can do the job as well if not 
better, and we just happen to be local, which is good for the 
local economy.” 
 Jackson said the SunPeak job has generated about 12 full-
time positions for his company, and the transmission project 
about 35 full-time security jobs.
 Competitive pricing isn’t the only draw for renewable 
energy clients. Orlando “Lanny” Foote, whose law firm Hor-
ton, Knox, Carter & Foote served as chief legal counsel to the 

Imperial Irrigation District from 1935 to 2005, when the IID 
hired an in-house legal counsel. Foote said his experience 
representing IID in power matters helped him develop a spe-
cialized knowledge of the energy and transmission industries 
law that has attracted a substantial number of new clients.
 “It has been my good fortune to probably be the only per-
son who isn’t working for IID that has that knowledge in the 
valley,” Foote said. “As a result, I’ve got a lot of work for land 
acquisition, permitting, environmental review and transmis-
sion issues between the IID and utilities.” 
 Foote said his increase in business from renewable ener-
gy companies started shortly after the California Renewable 
Portfolio Standard was issued in 2008 requiring that utilities’ 
provide 33 percent of their power from renewable energy 
sources by 2020.
 “That put a fire under developers in the solar arena,” Foote 
said, “and the Imperial Valley is the most appealing and attrac-
tive place for those developments because we now have really 
good access to metropolitan markets, land is inexpensive and 
the biggest advantage is our weather—the plethora of sun.”
 The price for land for green energy projects varies widely. 

El Centro attorney Orlando “Lanny” Foote’s experience representing IID in power 
matters helped him develop a specialized knowledge of energy and transmission in-
dustries law.

Realtor Pat Seay has extensive experience in the acquisition of mitigation land 
and in selling or leasing thousands of acres of project land and office and ware-
house space. 

Some believe renewable energy could 
put the Imperial Valley on the map 
as a green energy center, much as 

technology put Northern California’s 
Silicon Valley in the limelight. 
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A solar plant located closest to a substation will pay top dollar, 
whereas a geothermal supplier will pay far less for “lay-down” 
space where pipe can be stored until installation. Developers 
are hungry for local real estate agents who know the lay of the 
local land and understand the often complex needs of renew-
able energy projects. In some instances, a developer may even 
be required to provide land to replace habitat or farmland af-
fected by a project.
 Pat Seay, a Realtor with Coldwell Banker, The Wilkin-
son Team, has worked with large-scale utility companies in 
the acquisition of mitigation land, and geothermal, solar and 
biomass companies in selling or leasing thousands of acres of 
project land, office space and warehousing. 
 Seay is working with a company that has leased 12,000 
acres to a solar company for up to $1,000 per acre a year over 
the next 25 years. 
 “That’s not a bad return on these types of areas where the 
land isn’t being farmed or generating much, if any, income,” 
she said.
 Still, Seay said, the renewable real estate boom has not re-
ally hit yet.
 “We haven’t seen the peak in that market yet, because it 
takes time,” said Seay, who also has several hundred acres in 
the north part of the county under contract with a renew-
able energy company. “They’re in the due diligence period, 
and that can be lengthy. Once they get into the development 
stage, then they hire, the construction phase starts, and that’s 
when we expect to see the boom.” 
 Some believe renewable energy could put the Imperial 
Valley on the map as a green energy center, much as technol-
ogy put Northern California’s Silicon Valley in the limelight 
and the automobile gave Detroit the Motor City moniker. 
 Herb Grabell is so enthusiastic about the potential for 
Imperial Valley development that he relocated from Hawaii 
to Palm Desert to focus his energy on real estate and clean 
energy in the Imperial and Coachella valleys.
 “Over the last year now I’ve been planting seeds, and those 
seeds are working closely with IVEDC and the Coachella Val-
ley economic development organization, trying to leverage 
the region’s assets,” said Grabell, who is a senior vice president 
of commercial real estate for Grubb & Ellis.
 Grabell said that once the current wave of renewable en-
ergy projects is built, developers will look beyond generating 
renewable power for utilities and start to propose projects 
to generate green energy for industry, including agricultural 
processing. Renewable energy isn’t going away, he said.
 “Imperial Valley is very pro-business and working hard 
to put all the pieces together,” he said. “It’s like the ingredients 
for a great cake, and they’re all found here.”
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