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Shelburne, Vermont -- January 20, 2005
Northwest Vermont has been identified as the second most unreliable part of the electrical grid in New England, after Southwest Connecticut. It means that the Burlington area could have a major power failure during a time of peak demand. But several Vermonters are not happy with the solution offered by VELCO, the company that runs the state's high voltage transmission system. The Northwest Reliability Project calls for beefing up the capacity of the electric transmission corridor between West Rutland and South Burlington. Neighbors of the project are up in arms for several reasons. 

Power line opponent Ellie Beyers says it started as a case of NIMBY, Not In My Back Yard. Her interest broadened, the more she looked into the issue.
"And because it's in my own back yard, it's certainly galvanized me into action," she told Channel 3. "I don't want it in anybody's back yard."
VELCO promises to use poles similar to the ones in the existing power line right of way, but an average of twenty feet taller. That doesn't satisfy the neighbors.
Andy Simmons says, "If you go into South Burlington you see those really tall metal poles. And they say this isn't the same thing because it's on these little wooden poles. I don't care how you dress it up, you know, a duck is a duck is a duck."
Many Shelburne residents, like Amanda Everse, want the line buried to cut down the electromagnetic field, even though underground lines cost about ten times as much as overhead lines. "The cost in my mind is not the issue," she says. "Our children's health is the issue."
The difference would bite Vermonters in the pocketbook. Utility officials say the extra cost of burying the line would be borne exclusively by Vermont rate payers. A less expensive overhead line (still totaling close to $130 million) is considered an integral improvement in the reliability of New England's power grid, and so 95% of the cost is to be picked up by rate payers all over New England. The officials say burying it would not qualify for regional funding.
Above and beyond money, what worries many of the people who live near the power line right of way is a perceived threat from electromagnetic waves. They fear a link between power lines and childhood leukemia, although no link has been established.
On the other hand, Simmons observed, "There's not one study that I've seen that says electric field power lines are safe for children."
Vermont Health Commissioner Paul Jarris ordered a study of the available science on power lines and electromagnetic fields. "In fact, there's a preponderance of evidence that it is not a risk," he concluded. "But what we're saying is, so what's an acceptable level and let's not get anywhere near approaching it."
Shelburne resident Derrick Senior says he's not impressed by scientific studies, especially when they fall short of proving that power lines are absolutely safe. "To me it's not a question of a study or having this done in triplicate," he said. 
"So you don't really need scientific evidence?" a reporter asked. 
"Well, you don't," he said. "I'm a parent."
Senior opened a web site called Shieldus.com, a rallying point for power line opponents. Some of the information contained in the web site has come under attack for a lack of credibility. Chris Dutton, president of Green Mountain Power Corp., told Channel 3, "What I think has been disappointing to us is the distorted, misleading characterization that we've seen there." Dutton pointed to computer-generated, "doctored" photographs showing large metal power poles superimposed on a rural Shelburne scene. 
Senior also developed full-page newspaper ads claiming the project poses a grave risk to children. The ad worked, generating several letters expressing concern about the Northwest Reliability Project, all mailed to the Vermont Public Interest Research group which co-sponsored the ads in the Burlington Free Press, Rutland Herald and Barre-Montpelier Times Argus. 
VPIRG director Paul Burns admits that the scientific evidence on the health impact of power lines is not conclusive and says his organization makes no claims about it. Still, VPIRG opposes the Northwest Reliability Project, advocating for alternatives including electric efficiency and local renewable power, such as wind turbines. On the substance of the ad he said, "We don't have a firm position on whether this will truly threaten somebody's health. It seems there are studies that go both ways on this." 
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