For Agency of Natural Resources
Springfield High School

March 15, 2004

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Wind Turbines and Global Warming

There are many issues of concern regarding the construction and use of Wind Turbines to produce electricity in Vermont.  My concern today is the Global Warming issue.  

Many persons argue that we must resort to green energy sources, such as wind turbines, to replace or reduce electrical power generated by combustion (burning of a fuel such as oil, coal or gas). They argue that combustion causes formation of energy trapping gases in the atmosphere (such as CO2, SO2, NOX and others) and that these gases are major causes of global warming. It is further argued that we are in a period of increasing global warming and that we must do our part to help stop it.   This should be done even if it means significant sacrifice to other environmental locales such as ridge lines, nature reserves and the like.
I consider the argument for wind power to reduce global warming to be very misplaced, and I would like to present my reasoning here.  Is the world in a warming trend?  Probably yes.  Many scientists agree that it is.  Does combustion contribute to the warming trend through formation of certain gases? Probably yes. Has the world warmed or cooled in the past? Definitely yes, hundreds and probably thousands of times.  Were these warming and cooling changes significant? Definitely yes.  Are they still going on?  Yes. And, the warming and cooling all happened without the benefit of contribution from humans, and still is. For a similar perspective on this topic, see the article by MIT Professor Richard S. Lindzen posted on the Viewpoints page of www.glebemountaingroup.org
So where do we fit in?  To put us all on the same page, I would like to refer to the Ice Ages.  All of us know from our history lessons that Earth has experienced many Ice Ages, and that ice-flows have sculpted the North American landscape time and again to give us many of the rivers, valleys, lakes and streams that are now part of our lives.  We have had many ice ages, some larger and more potent than others.  But surely as they have come, they have gone.  The earth has cooled and warmed significantly many, many times.  In fact for some 850 million of our last billion years, the earth has been ice free.  Too warm to support ice!  And, we have benefited from those warm years through increased rates of growth of vegetation and the subsequent formation of vast fields of coal, oil and gas.  

What has been the cause of these cooling and warming periods?  Scientists do not know all of the causes for certain, but some reasonable assumptions are:  from time to time massive volcanoes spew out millions of tons of dust and gases to cause significant changes in atmospheric absorption and/or reflection of the sun’s rays; wobbles of the earths orbit as it traverses around the sun change the angle of impact and the distance that 
the sun’s rays must travel through our atmosphere (this is somewhat analogous to the changes that occur from winter to summer and vice versa), radioactive decay of some elements heat the core of our earth.  Other actions such as meteor impacts, absorption of                    (OVER)

atmospheric gases and energy by the vast oceans, and reflection of the suns energy by ice fields, especially in the polar regions all contribute to our variable temperatures.  
It appears that once some trends start they continue (sometimes progressing rapidly) until some form of stabilization is reached within the environment.  Then the trend may begin to reverse.  Of course we are often speaking in thousands or tens of thousands of years, but not always.  Little ice ages have come and gone rapidly (100 years or less).  The warm-up that occurred in the 12th – 14th centuries staved off massive starvation, as the populations of Europe could again begin to grow successful crops. 
I will not dwell on the science of how we know these things, but I would like to just mention a few.  Archeologists and biologists are very good at measuring and correlating the earth’s age and temperature.  There is a small snail that has been around forever, and it reverses the direction of its helix at a very fixed temperature. Finding various forms of these snails at various depths in the earth help fix what the temperature was at that time and when transitions occured.  Some trees grow more rapidly the warmer the weather, and measuring tree-ring thickness in calcified remains help fix their age and the temperature at which they grew. Carbon dating is a highly refined and useful method to date materials. Taking core samples of the earth and examining the kind and numbers of fossilized animal life help determine the climate of that age.  There is no doubt that the earth climate changes with time and that it will keep on changing.  A very interesting detailed discussion on changes in the earth’s climate can be found in National Geographic, Nov. 1976, p.576.
Putting all of this together leads me to the conclusion that making the claim that “we must all do our part to stop or reduce global warming” is just not an educated, meaningful or even caring argument. 
A more caring argument is how can we contribute to keeping our environment diverse, clean and supportive of life on this planet.  Maintaining uncontaminated water supplies and clean air would certainly be a good start. We would be better served by cleaning up emissions from power plants and automobiles,  Tearing out hunks of our land in Vermont to build wind generators, to generate green credits, to sell to someone else, so he can continue generating dirty-combustion powerhouse gases is a ludicrous argument.  In so doing we travel in a large circle and contribute nothing to the environment overall. 
Thank you for your consideration and for the time you are giving to Vermont. 

Sincerely,

Donald D. Bly PhD (Chemistry)
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