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Monday, April 05, 2004 - NORTH ADAMS -- Some fear the Indiana bat, but not because of its mythical reputation as a bloodsucker. 

Developers fear the Indiana bat because it puts construction projects in the winged mammal's habitat on hold. Such may be the case for the $40 million Hoosac Wind Project in Florida and Monroe, if federal wildlife officials deem it so. 

The bat, which weighs no more than a house key and is the size of a mouse, has been cited by environmentalists as a reason to block the construction of an interstate highway in Indiana, according to recent news reports. 

In Ohio, a Wal-Mart store's opening is being stalled by review of the environmental impact on the Indiana bat's habitat. And Green Mountain National Forest in Vermont recently emerged from a five-year moratorium on logging because of potential infringements on the bat's turf. 

Discovered in 1928 

The Indiana bat was discovered in Indiana in 1928 and was first listed as an endangered species on March 11, 1967, by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. For some yet-to-be-determined reason, bats have exhibited a tendency to collide with the blades of wind turbines. 

On March 2, the state Fisheries and Wildlife Board sent a letter to the Department of the Interior in Washington, asking for information about the impact of wind towers on the Indiana bat and migratory birds that pass along the ridgelines in the northwestern part of the state. 

"This is a major migratory route," said George Darey, board chairman. "We're not saying the wind towers are bad. We're just asking for more information. We have to know the impact of things that come under our purview. We can't just throw towers up there without knowing anything about it." 

Darey said his board is entirely in favor of clean energy production. Furthermore, the existence of endangered species along the ridgeline isn't a foregone conclusion. 

"As far as I know, there are no endangered species there in the area," said Darey. That is also why his board petitioned the federal government, to find out for sure before any construction takes place. 

The letter was forwarded to the regional office of the U.S. Fish andWildlifeService,anda response is currently being drafted. 

It was a day before the letter was sent that the Fish and Wildlife Service issued a press release, written in conjunction with bat and wind proponents, telling of the unexplained phenomenon of bats flying into the blades of wind turbines. 

This was a concern that wasn't being looked at, state board members said. 

In the letter, the board asked the federal government to prepare a detailed record for the enXco Hoosac wind facility, to advise enXco of the ramifications of the Endangered Species Act, to advise enXco to apply for an Endangered Species Incidental Take Permit, and to tell enXco to undertake comprehensive preconstruction monitoring. 

Hoosac Wind Project spokesman Sam Bittman said that it just wouldn't make sense for a project that's designed to help the environment to harm it in any way. 

"The ironies would be huge," Bittman said. "We're as concerned as anybody to not have a project that's a problem for any wildlife species." 

The project has already undergone a very intensive review for possible endangered species, said Bittman, and the Indiana bat wasn't on the list. In fact, one of the main reasons why the sites off Bakke Mountain in Florida and Crum Hill in Monroe were chosen is because of the lack of endangered species, he said. 

Accordingly, Bittman said enXco would like the project to move forward to construction. 

"We don't want the project to be stalled," Bittman said. "But if it was discovered that there were Indiana bats and that this was their primary range, clearly we'd want to take a look at it." 

Alex Hoar, regional wildlife biologist for the service, said that although no endangered species of bats have been killed yet by turbines, the risk of doing so will increase as more wind projects are constructed. 

In the state's opinion on the project, issued by Ellen Roy Herzfelder of the state's executive office of environmental affairs on Dec. 26, the perceived effects of the turbines on winged wildlife was described as minimal. 

Herzfelder wrote that the impacts on wildlife should be monitored following construction of the wind farm, to serve the needs of future wind projects in the commonwealth. Bittman said that monitoring projects is already in the planning stages. 

Three Massachusetts species of concern may nest on or adjacent to the site: sharp-shinned hawk, blackpoll warbler and, perhaps, mourning warbler, according to a synopsis of enXco's avian risk assessment report. 

The site does not appear to be a concentration or stopover area for migrating water birds, shorebirds or songbirds, although it does support a regionally significant hawk migration in autumn with slightly more than 2,000 hawks passing over the Hoosac Ridge each year, the report states. 

None are federal or state "endangered" or "threatened" species, nor are they Massachusetts "species of concern," the report states. Based on what is known about avian risk factors at wind-power plants in North America and Europe, risk to birds at the Hoosac Wind Power Project is likely to be generally low, it states. 

Bats, however, were not mentioned in the report. And Darey said that because these bats have been spotted within a 35-mile radius of the project in Vermont and New York, the winged mammal needs to be considered. 

In fact, the Nature Conservancy of Vermont was recently given 80 acres of land to help preserve the winter sleeping grounds of the Indiana bat, situated on Mount Aeolus in Dorset. 

As such, the state board wants the federal Fish and Wildlife Service to review the project before its construction. 

"There are too many questions that need to be answered," Darey said. 

The Hoosac Wind Project, composed of 20 wind turbines in the towns of Florida and Monroe, is on a steady track for construction; enXco, the wind power company behind the project, has received a number of appropriate permits thus far from Florida and Monroe. 

The project still awaits building permits from those two towns, as well as a nod from the Environmental Protection Agency for storm water discharge and general access permits from the state Department of Highways. 
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