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MONTPELIER - Gov. James Douglas has apparently widened his support for halting any new wind power developments on privately owned land until a study mandated by the Legislature is completed next year. 

Even though he has long advocated continuing the moratorium on wind development on state-owned lands until the completion of the study, his expansion of that condition to private lands has taken some environmentalists and wind-energy advocates by surprise. 

In a letter to a constituent late last month, Douglas said the state "would not provide its support to any large-scale project not yet filed" with the state's Public Service Board "until the study is completed and the Legislature had an opportunity to consider its recommendations." 

The developer of the only such project now before the board - a plan for four 330-foot turbines on an abandoned radar base in the Northeast Kingdom - expressed surprise at the governor's position, as did lobbyists for the some of the state's electric companies. 

"This is a change in policy, no doubt about it," said Matthew Rubin, the developer of the East Haven Windfarm. "This letter came out of nowhere, and, needless to say, is quite a surprise." 

Jason Gibbs, the governor's spokesman, called the governor's remarks an evolution of his stated views on wind, and that anyone trying to read more into to it than that is mistaken. 

"The governor has repeatedly said he supports wind development that is at a scale consistent with Vermont's environmental ethic," said Gibbs. "The governor did not have every single wind project in mind when he wrote that letter." 

Opponents of wind power - including a vocal residents' group that is actively fighting Rubin's proposed wind project atop East Mountain - are pleased that the governor is apparently advocating a slower approach. 

"We've sort of been moving into some-thing brand new with these wind towers," said Tom Broderick, a Lyndonville physician who is president of the Kingdom Commons Group. "As a doctor, before you rush a patient off to surgery, you have all of your data. We're just asking for the same thing with the wind towers." 

Broderick's group has about 100 paying members, but they are active. Members travel to public hearings to express their opposition to wind developments that are missing what they consider the proper amount of environmental impact studies. They oppose Rubin's development, which is slated for a former Air Force radar installation atop East Mountain, a peak that is about 30 miles north of St. Johnsbury. 

Rubin already has had a run-in with the state Agency of Natural Resources, which has proposed that at least $850,000 worth of new, multi-year studies into the migratory habits of birds and bats be required as a condition of approval for the wind project. 

Rubin has balked, saying in a recent filing before the Public Service Board that such studies are not "necessary or useful." He said that enough scientific data on those issues have been collected at other wind developments around the country. He also pointed to a recent decision by Massachusetts regulators rejecting calls for detailed pre-construction studies at a proposed small-scale wind farm in that state. 

The Douglas administration, however, has insisted on the studies for East Haven, and feels bolstered by a recent board ruling on an unrelated wind project atop Hardscrabble Mountain in Sheffield. 

There, developers built a 150-foot wind measurement tower and were seeking permission from the PSB to build two more. The developers - who have not submitted a proposal for a full-fledged wind farm - will be allowed to construct the towers and keep them there for no more than five years. 

More importantly, state environmental officials said, is that the board telegraphed that it would give great deference to environmental studies requested by the Agency of Natural Resources, should developers seek a full-scale wind generation project. 

"The PSB has clearly articulated that they expect applicants to conduct due diligence in their studies," said Warren Coleman, litigation attorney for the Agency of Natural Resources. "I think it is the first time that the board has articulated that point." 
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