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Report on possible risks from wind farm fuels ire

By Beth Daley, Globe Staff  |  October 17, 2004
An upcoming federal draft report on possible environmental damage by the proposed wind farm off Cape Cod has drawn behind-the-scenes fire from federal officials because of uncertainty about how many birds could be harmed by the blades on the 246-foot turbines.
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The potential for bird deaths promises to become a major question surrounding the wind farm, which will plant 130 towers in Nantucket Sound off Cape Cod, an area heavily traveled by sea ducks, migratory birds, and some endangered species. The draft environmental impact statement by the US Army Corps of Engineers is intended to be the first comprehensive picture of the farm's potential impact.

But after seeing an early draft of the report, federal wildlife authorities have complained that two widely disparate numbers suggest that there is not enough data to know how many birds fly through the area, let alone how many will be killed by the turbines.

One figure used in a version of the report, compiled by aerial and boat surveys, counts 210 individual birds over about 180 hours of observation that fly in the zone the turbine blades will sweep. Another figure, based on two months of radar data, shows that 127,697 birds or bats flew through the same area, some of which may have been counted multiple times.

''There is no data for 10 months of the year with the radar survey, and it's clear the other information is unreliable," said Vernon Lang, assistant supervisor of the New England Field Office of the US Fish and Wildlife Service. Lang sent the Army Corps several critiques of the draft review earlier this year. While the Army Corps has since revised its report based on Lang's and others' comments, he says the lack of fundamental data means ''we only get a glimpse of what is happening. We need more information."

Both supporters and opponents are awaiting the release of the report, a massive document that will mark a key step in the decision to approve the project. The report's release has been delayed for weeks as the assistant secretary of the Army for Civil Works reviews it.

Most of the bird count data was provided to the Army Corps by Cape Wind, the company looking to build the wind farm. The company disputes Lang's claim that its numbers are inadequate, saying the final report contains almost 1,000 pages on potential effects on birds, and it is unfair to focus on just two numbers. In addition to plane, boat, and radar surveys, the company's vice president for project development says Cape Wind has spent hundreds of thousands of dollars hiring independent scientists to determine if endangered species will be harmed and if the turbines will disturb bird habitat.

''We have done more study here than any other wind farm in the world," said Craig Olmsted, the vice president.

He said the two different bird counts are not designed to be compared, but rather to help Army Corps officials make an informed decision about bird behavior, habitat, and potential harm in the area where the wind farm would be built. He said the radar study was taken during fall and spring migratory months in 2002, giving a snapshot of the busiest times of the year for birds in Nantucket Sound.

''We have enough information," he said.

The Army Corps of Engineers spent almost three years compiling information for the environmental study on the proposed wind farm. The document, required by federal law, is a 4,000-page compilation of data examining the wind farm's potential effects on everything from airplanes to historic properties. After a public comment period, the Army Corps, which has authority over construction projects in federal waters, will then decide whether to allow the project, possibly by early next year.

Without a national standard on how many animal deaths are acceptable, the report is likely to become the focus of heated debate between opponents and Cape Wind supporters. Birds are a key issue because they are often the most vulnerable species where wind farms are built.

Supporters of the project say that any bird deaths would be minimal compared with the millions of birds that die each year colliding with skyscrapers and cellphone towers. Opponents, meanwhile, have said any bird deaths are unacceptable.

As wind farms are proposed from the plains of Texas to the ridges of Vermont, bird and bat deaths at existing farms have made headlines. In California's Altamont Pass, wind farms have been blamed for the deaths of dozens of golden eagles and hundreds of red-tailed hawks, although some wind-energy specialists point out that Cape Wind turbines are not in such a heavily traveled bird area and will turn far more slowly. More recently, however, environmentalists have raised concerns about the number of bats being killed at a more modern West Virginia wind farm.

Army Corps of Engineers officials say the complexity of any area like Nantucket Sound makes it impossible to have precise information about every animal. And any kind of data has shortcomings. Radar data sometimes, for example, can't tell whether a bird has flown through the area once or three times -- and do not provide other critical information, such as the species of the birds it detects.

''In the end, it's going to be a matter of weighing and balancing the information we receive," said Karen Adams, Army Corps project manager of the environmental report. She stressed that the report is merely a draft and there will be more time for public comment -- and requests for more data. So far, Adams says, several studies seem to indicate that the federally endangered roseate tern that lives nearby does not appear to fly that often through the wind farm area.

It is unclear when the environmental report will be released.
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