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By ROBERT COSTANZA 

The wind energy debate in the news has been handled in the typical confrontational style - what communications expert Deborah Tannen has called the "argument culture." Each side assumes it is "right" and the unending argument that follows impedes the search for real solutions. 

The problem is that both public opinion and state policy need to be informed by reliable facts in a format of collaborative discussion, not confrontation. The considerations vary among groups of decision-makers. The Public Service Department needs to consider the impacts on ratepayers of wind energy contracts. The governor and the Legislature have wider concerns for economic development, job creation and potential tax benefits. Property owners, residential and commercial, care about impacts on their property values, especially if they are in the viewshed of wind turbines. 

Electricity rates 

For the Public Service Department, what matters is whether wind energy can be competitive with other energy sources such as Vermont Yankee, Hydro-Quebec and fossil fuels. Wind developers in Vermont are telling us they can be more than competitive. The East Haven Windfarm already has contracted to sell its output to the Lyndonville Electric Company at below-market rates. The Burlington Electric Department is planning to buy power from a new wind project on Little Equinox Mountain in Manchester and the Searsburg wind farm is currently generating power for more than 2,000 Green Mountain Power customers with plans to expand that to 15,000. 

Because its fuel is free, once installed, wind power generation costs are stable and predictable for at least the next 20 years. That cannot be said of other energy sources. 

The Vermont economy 

If we widen the lens to see the effects on local communities, we see that six Vermont wind farms would pay an estimated $2.7 million to landowners, $2.2 million in property taxes, and $700,000 in state taxes each year. 

Does wind energy create jobs? Vermont currently has several companies in the wind industry generating high quality jobs. The six wind farms under discussion would generate 400 more jobs during their development and construction phases and other jobs later for ongoing operation and maintenance. 

The wind energy industry provides the manufacturing and construction jobs so valued by state economic leaders. Conversely, Vermont currently sends more than $1 billion a year out of state to buy energy. 

Property values 

For people and businesses within the viewshed of proposed wind turbines, a chief concern is the effect wind turbines might have on property values, especially those properties in "close" proximity, and the potential negative effects of large numbers of wind turbines on travel and tourism. 

The benefits of a facility in one's viewshed include: lower state and local property taxes, reliability, local control, protection against power loss and price fluctuations, and the knowledge that the site is reducing CO2 emissions. 

The Gund Institute of Ecological Economics is planning a study of the effects of wind turbines on property values in locations where wind turbines have already been built. Earlier studies have indicated no harm to property values from commercial-scale wind turbines in the viewshed. 

Our study will combine a Geographic Information System with real estate information about property sales to evaluate these effects as a function of proximity to wind turbines. We expect this and other studies to help inform the discussion about the economic costs and benefits of wind energy as this technology is coming of age and new projects are proposed. 

The real cost 

There is little disagreement about the social and environmental benefits of the clean energy produced by the wind. New technology is making that energy affordable and in demand throughout the world. When the costs of wind are compared against the real costs of fossil fuels and nuclear energy, wind energy makes even more sense. 

U.S. government subsidies for wind energy are essential to helping it compete with fossil fuels and nuclear power, but are still far less than the subsidies currently received by those traditional and polluting energy sources. 

The U.S. Tax Code contains more than $13 billion in tax breaks for energy production in the next five years. Fossil fuels will get $10.2 billion of that money, nuclear power $1.5 billion; renewable energy such as wind and solar will receive only $400 million. And this does not count the cost of environmental damages of fossil and nuclear energy, including potential global warming and nuclear waste disposal. On a level playing field free of all subsidies, wind is the most cost-effective energy option today. 

Vermont is at a turning point in deciding our energy future. We need to work together with accurate information and in a culture of cooperation, not a culture of argument, in order to achieve a sustainable and desirable future. 

Robert Costanza is director of the Gund Institute for Ecological Economics and a professor in the Rubenstein School of Environment and Natural Resources at the University of Vermont. 
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