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By ANDREW PERCHLIK 

It is great to see the growing public discussion of renewable wind energy in Vermont. This discussion is critical as we pursue a future that will protect what we value about Vermont while building a state that our children can live and work in. No one wants to destroy Vermont’s beauty. But we all must recognize what the gravest threats to our landscape and our way of life are. 

I am confident that once Vermonters learn the facts about wind energy, they will make sound decisions about where to site wind turbines and how much of Vermont’s wind potential we should develop. However, it is imperative that we embrace a renewable energy future. Vermont is blessed with a large wind energy resource that can be tapped in a way that retains high paying jobs, attracts new businesses and secures a cleaner environment for our children. 

My hope is that those Vermonters who oppose wind farms can take a serious look at solving the real ecological and economic problems facing Vermont. Wind farms will reduce acid rain and global warming, strengthen, and reduce risks to, Vermont’s economy, reduce toxic waste, and help secure competitive electric rates. 

There is little debate within Vermont’s environmental community on the real need for wind farms. Environmentalists in Vermont and nationally favor more wind energy projects and are active supporters of specific projects. 

Yes, wind farms will change one’s view of a ridgeline. But Vermonters have dealt effectively with change to their landscape for generations, especially when done in the interest of Vermont’s future. Ski areas have changed the view of many mountains and blue Harvestore farm silos changed the landscape. As did Merino sheep and the Holstein. 

Opposition to local wind farms appears to ignore the very real concerns about the health of our local and planetary ecosystems and focuses almost entirely on objections to the visual appearance of wind turbines. Those who have for years focused on environmental health and base their concerns on the scientific evidence of a dramatically deteriorating environment support wind projects. Wind farms appropriately sited will make our environment healthier. This is really a case in which the “not in my back yard” arguments end up perpetuating environmental degradation. 

Vermont has a unique opportunity to develop an energy source that can strengthen our economy and tourism industry. Wind energy can become part of a new working landscape. The most significant threat to our tourism, lumber, and ski industries are the threats to our forests from acid rain and global warming. 

Acidic precipitation has led to the dieback of 25-50 percent of the large canopy red spruce in the Green Mountains, and signs of stress connected to acid rain have been documented in sugar maple stands on sensitive soils across the Northeast. 

Wind farms producing clean energy into the Vermont utility grid will significantly reduce the amount of pollutants released by fossil fuel plants that cause the acid rain and global warming that threaten Vermont’s great way of life. 

Vermont relies on heavily subsidized and imported energy from outside the state. And we are beginning to see the need for new sources of power. Consumption is growing at one percent per year. The Vermont Yankee license will be expiring and the Hydro-Quebec contract will end. Why not replace those sources with cleaner, cheaper, homegrown energy, especially when doing so keeps the money generated in the state, strengthening our economy at the same time we strengthen our environment. 

Vermont is fortunate to have the wind resources to produce a healthy percentage of the electricity we need. The development and construction of just six wind farms would require a capital expenditure of $342 million of which $152 million (in current dollars) would be spent in Vermont on goods and services. These wind farms would pay annually approximately $2.7 million to land owners, $2.2 million in property taxes, and $0.7 million in state taxes. 

Vermont utilities can purchase this wind power at competitive rates, keeping ratepayer dollars in Vermont and help protect Vermont ratepayers from rate increases tied to fossil fuel prices. 

There has been some recent criticism levied against the proposed wind farms in Vermont because the wind farms would likely receive tax credits from the federal government. Let us not be misled. Tax subsidies aimed at wind energy pale in comparison to those given the oil and gas industries over the last 50 years. 

Numbers provided by the Congressional Joint Committee on Taxation show that the current tax code contains more than $13 billion in tax breaks for energy production and conservation over the next five years. The code is heavily skewed toward polluting industries, giving away approximately 96 percent or $12.5 billion to polluting industries, with the remaining $.5 billion benefiting not just wind energy, but all renewable energy and energy conservation projects combined. 

I see wind turbines as graceful environmental sculptures. As turbines help us become more energy independent, grow our local economy, and clean our environment, they become all the more attractive in the landscape. 

In the end, the choice for me is clear. The environmental and economic benefits of wind far outweigh the costs. We must take steps now to integrate cleaner, cheaper wind power into our landscape and our economy. Delay only increases environmental damage and hurts Vermont’s economy. 

When considering Vermont’s energy future, I urge that we look not only at our ridgelines but also into the eyes of our children. 

Andrew Perchlik lives in Marshfield. He is the executive director of Renewable Energy Vermont. 

© 2002 Rutland Herald and Times Argus
