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 25 wind turbines planned for site 

By Cate Lecuyer
North Adams Transcript 

READSBORO, Vt. -- The wind power company enXco is seeking to build up to 25 wind turbines on federal land off of Route 8 in Readsboro, a proposal that would not require the public's approval and would not generate revenue for the town. 

At a select board meeting on Tuesday, officials announced the proposed wind project that would generate approximately 750 megawatts of energy -- enough to meet the annual electrical needs for 10,000 to 13,000 New England homes. The wind farm up the road in Searsburg has only 11 smaller turbines that produce one third the energy. 

Officials said the new project will involve the construction of 20 to 25 wind turbines divided as evenly as possible along both sides of a 2-mile stretch of Route 8. They will not be visible from Readsboro on the western side of the highway, but they will be visible on the eastern side, and in response to FAA regulations, the turbines will require lights at the highest points every half mile, meaning three to four lights on each side of the highway.

The turbines will also be built along the upper ridges where the wind is at its strongest, on land that is owned by the U.S. National Forest Service. According to Gina Owens at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, because the proposal involves building on federal land, Readsboro will not have the power to decide whether or not this project is a go.

"We pay very close attention to what people say, but the ultimate decision does not depend upon a town vote. It rests on our supervisor at the Forest Service," Owens said.

She said a wind farm on federal property also means the town would not receive increased revenue associated with similar projects, such as the Hoosac Wind Power Project in Florida and Monroe in Massachusetts.

In 2003, officials for that project said the facility would bring in $32,000 in annual tax revenues to the two towns, as well as $120,000 in annual lease payments.

"Because it is public land we don't pay property taxes," Owens said. She said the National Forest Service already pays Readsboro a fixed amount that equals out to approximately 25 percent of the profits from the land. She said the fixed amount may rise slightly as a result of the windmills, but felt it was too early to determine the extent of their impact.

Although this project will encompass both Readsboro and Searsburg, and will look like an expansion of the Searsburg wind farm already in place, officials say it will be a separate project because it will involve a separate company.

It will also be a much larger project.

Owens said Deerfield Wind, an organization owned by enXco, a California-based wind energy company, submitted the proposal. According to John Zimmerman of Vermont Environmental Research Associates, a managing company hired by enXco, windmill technology has advanced since the installation of the turbines in Searsburg in 1997.

"What are up in Searsburg now are 550-kilowatt turbines," Zimmerman said. "The newer turbines are 1,500 kilowatts. If we were to do the Searsburg project today, we would use four turbines instead of 11 for the same results."

210 to 220 feet

More power also means bigger windmills, spaced farther apart. According to Zimmerman, the turbines at Searsburg are 132 feet high, and the new windmills would be almost twice that height at 210 to 220 feet, with larger rotor blades. Zimmerman said the base towers would remain the same diameter, so the windmills would look tall and lean, and turn at a slower pace.

"These would wind up looking, from an aesthetic point of view, more graceful," he said. The new height also means they would have to be lit at the highest point every half mile to avoid plane crashes.

According to Bob Bayer of the Forest Service, aesthetics is one of the issues the agency will consider when making a decision about whether or not to allow the project.

Bayer said Deerfield Wind needs a special-use permit from the National Forest Service in order to continue with the proposal, and the National Forest Service will conduct an environmental impact analysis to determine if they should issue the permit.

Bayer said one visual consideration involves the cutting down of trees and, according to Zimmerman, this should not be a major problem.

"The concern early on was to put turbines on the ridge line you would have to clear cut the forests, and the fact is you don't," Zimmerman said. He said there would be minimal clearing in a circle around each turbine, and along the roads that would have to be built in order to connect the turbines to each other.

He said the project would also use services already installed at the Searsburg site.

"The electricity lines are buried underneath the road so it requires no additional clearing," he said.

In addition to avoiding eyesores, Bayer said the National Forest Service will look at the economic effect the project will have on the area electric grid, and how it will affect nearby homes.

"Someone might decide it's too close to the road and we have some highway concerns," he said.

Wildlife issues will also be a factor of the environmental impact report, Bayer said, and will focus particularly on the natural habitats of birds, bats and black bears in the area.

Bayer said they hope to begin the analysis around Feb. 4, and will be looking for public input throughout the process.

"We will address everyone's concerns 100 percent," he said.

He said the National Forest Service hopes to reach a decision by late spring or early summer of 2006, and after that the public will have up to 30 days to appeal the process.

Informational meetings are scheduled from 7 to 9 p.m. at the Whitingham School in Jacksonville on Feb. 15, the Grand Summit Hotel at Mount Snow on Feb. 16, and the Howe Center in Rutland on Feb. 17. 

