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 Highland debates wind energy
Windmill proposal meets turbulence
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Coming Up 

  The Highland County Board of Supervisors will review a new height restriction Thursday. The current limit for any building structure in the county is 35 feet (or 60 feet for agricultural zones). The towers proposed for the Allegheny ridge could exceed 350 feet.

  A public meeting with the board to discuss a conditional use permit for Highland New Wind Development is scheduled for Jan. 26.

  The board of supervisors will host a regularly scheduled meeting Jan. 27. 
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MONTEREY —Highland County, one of Virginia's last bastions of remote and breathtaking landscapes, is no stranger to winter gales. While none of its citizens claim they can change the weather, many of them are mobilizing to shield their blustery ridgetops against an icon of the environmental movement: the windmill.

For the recently formed Highlanders for Responsible Development, electricity generated by windmills, or turbines, could actually degrade their county's pristine environment.

"There is something of a religious fervor about wind energy," said Rick Webb, a University of Virginia research scientist and Highlanders member who lives near Monterey. "You're just a sinner if you're opposed to it."
Last week, amid a groundswell of public concern, the Highland Board of Supervisors denied quick approval to plans by Highland New Wind Development LLC to build eight or more 400-foot wind towers on Allegheny Mountain, one of the East's few prime high-wind "corridors."
The company, led by Harrisonburg resident Henry T. McBride, must now wait for the supervisors to study county height and zoning requirements, the long-term financial consequences to Highland County, and an emerging list of concerns that has already slowed the momentum of the wind turbine industry nationwide.
According to Webb, these include degraded views for residents and tourists, a subsequent decline in property values, and the disruption of a largely undisturbed forest habitat. Migratory birds, he said, have suffered significant declines around the 44-turbine wind farm in nearby Tucker County, W.Va.

Advocates of wind power argue that Highland County is uniquely positioned to contribute to the nation's energy shortfalls. Large-scale wind farms can earn up to $1 million per megawatt per year in production tax credits for their owners.
"There's very little middle ground," said Highland Board of Supervisors Chairman Robin Sullenberger, "but we're trying to give it a thorough review."

Highland New Wind's McBride, who owns more than 3,000 acres along the Allegheny ridge, declined to discuss details of his plan but said that the number and type of turbine he hoped to install was limited only by the carrying capacity of a nearby transmission line, or roughly 35 megawatts.

The three men straddle a national debate that pits the need for clean energy against habitat preservation.

Webb, who studies the destructive effects of acid rain, which is a by-product of coal-fired power plants, has no problem with wind energy — only with the risks that come with larger wind farms.

"It's just that we need to weigh the costs and the benefits," he said. "When you look at a wind farm from the air, it looks like a necklace of clear-cuts on the mountain ridges. That kind of forest fragmentation has far-reaching consequences."
The controversy has rippled as far away as Austin, Texas, the world headquarters of Bat Conservation International. That group is leading an investigation into large number of bat deaths caused by Appalachian wind turbines — which, it claims, could soon result in significant increases in insect populations and insect-borne diseases. 
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