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Birds and bats could doom wind proposal - Apr. 14, 2004

By DARREN M. ALLEN Vermont Press Bureau 

MONTPELIER - The Douglas administration has asked developers of a proposed Northeast Kingdom wind farm to pay for studies of how wind turbines might affect the migration and breeding of birds and bats. 

Developers said Tuesday the $850,000 expense would almost certainly doom their project. 

"It's an incredibly high cost to do studies that are not necessary, won't provide the information they seek or give an adequate basis for judging the potential mortality rate for these animals," said David Rapaport, vice president of East Haven Windfarm. 

The company wants to erect four, 330-foot-high wind turbines on an abandoned radar base atop East Mountain in Burke. 

"If you can't do wind at that site at that scale in Vermont, you can't do wind," Rapaport said. 

Administration officials, however, said the study request was part of the negotiation process that always accompanies applications for utility projects. 

"This hasn't just come out of left field," said Warren Coleman, environmental litigation attorney for the Agency of Natural Resources. "The development of wind projects is something that Vermont has no experience with. We don't have enough information to make regulatory decisions." 

The agency's request, made in a confidential memo on April 5, has led to an impasse between regulators and East Haven Windfarm. 

Both sides said Tuesday that _they were unlikely to return to the bargaining table. East Haven and the agency have been talking since November, when the developers formally petitioned the Public Service Board for permission to erect the turbines. 

"It's obviously safe to say that we're no longer negotiating," Coleman said. 

The PSB has the final say on whether the project can go forward, and on what types of conditions the developers have to satisfy in order to build. Usually, utilities and the agency negotiate those conditions and present a united front before the board. 

The agency's request for a study would delay construction of the project until at least a year from this fall, Rapaport said. 

The East Haven project is poised to be the state's second commercial wind farm, and is becoming a test of sorts of how the expansion of wind energy will play in Vermont. 

The only functional wind farm is in Searsburg in southern Vermont, where Green Mountain Power Corp. operates an 11-turbine facility that it hopes to expand at least twofold. 

Where the ANR sees reasonable protection of Vermont's wildlife, Rapaport sees duplicity on the part of an administration that talks about support of alternative energy sources. 

"We've already spent a lot of time and money assessing potential risks, and we have repeatedly said we want this to be a pilot project, where we conduct extensive post-construction studies and learn from them," Rapaport said. 

"I don't want to speculate, but one has to wonder if there is somebody who does not want to see wind power developed in Vermont." 

Gov. James Douglas and ANR officials are not among those people, said gubernatorial spokesman Jason Gibbs. 

"The governor is an advocate for alternative energy," he said. "He believes that this project or perhaps others might serve as a demonstration project for the role wind energy will play in Vermont, but only if it is done on a scale that is consistent with the state's environmental ethic." 

The East Haven project meets that threshold, Rapaport said. Its location on a 15-acre abandoned Air Force radar base means that a new road does not have to be cut to reach the site. It also means, he said, that the area already is far from environmentally pristine. 

That fact is acknowledged by Coleman. The scope of studies proposed by his agency is less stringent than it otherwise would be if the site was an undisturbed summit, he said. 

"We want to be able to make regulatory decisions with the benefit of research behind us, not the other way around," Coleman said. 

The East Haven project is the brainchild of Mathew Rubin, a Montpelier hydroelectric plant owner who already has spent about $1 million on studies, legal fees and the permit process. 

The four-turbine project is slated to generate enough electricity to power 3,000 average-size households and is expected to cost $10 million. 

The 20 million kilowatt hours of power the turbines would generate each year would be sold to the Lyndonville Electric Department. 

The project has the support of many local and statewide elected officials, but has spurred vocal opposition from Kingdom Commons, a group of Northeast Kingdom residents, second-home owners and business owners who say the turbines would hurt the area's natural beauty and economy. 

Contact Darren Allen at darren.allen@rutlandherald.com. 
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