Testimony Regarding  Proposed Expedited Territory Expansion

I would like to start by thanking the commissioners for this opportunity to speak. I hope I don’t abuse your patience. At issue are the applicable criteria for extension of the expedited wind territory created by the legislature. These are, briefly, geographic proximity to existing wind facilities, consistency with the state’s wind power objectives, and consistency with LURC’s Comprehensive Land Use Plan. I believe these criteria are vague, hard to apply, and insufficient to serve their purpose of land preservation. While the division of the state into expedited and unexpedited zones was expressly meant to reduce the bureaucratic red tape and controversy surrounding wind project siting, the enormous ambiguity  created by the three criteria defeat these aims. 
The first criterion relates to the avoidance of sprawl. Since the enormous divestiture of paper companies in the 90’s, Maine’s forest lands have faced unprecedented threats from encroaching development with drastic consequences for the woods industry and recreation.  This is well detailed in your CLUP. That document also specifies “two central principles of the Comprehensive Land Use Plan (which) are "discouraging growth which results in sprawling development patterns" and encouraging “orderly growth within and proximate to existing compatible developed areas, particularly towns and communities.”  The 2006 Brookings report, Charting Maine's Future: An Action Plan for Promoting Sustainable Prosperity and Quality Places focused on just this theme when it described Maine’s chief asset, its natural beauty, and how its economic future was most in jeopardy from sprawl.

This criterion of geographic proximity must be spell out more clearly lest it be cynically exploited to allow a domino like spread of development to pour across the state. In this case TransCanada seems to want to develop one part of Sisk Mountain through what it sees as a logical extension of its existing Kibby project. Then, arguing geographic proximity, it can leap from its project onto the unexpedited portion of the same mountain. Clearly this is an undesirable exploitation of this concept of proximity that we should seek to avoid. Firmer criteria for expansion need to be written to assure this. 
The second criterion relates to supporting the state’s goals with regard to wind power, but I would urge the Commission to look at these goals critically. To do so is not to step outside its bounds as LURC is the principal steward of our undeveloped lands and as such is in a prime and necessary position to balance the interests of developers with the needs for land protection. This too is a theme that runs through the CLUP.
Currently we are in a public swoon about climate change. I certainly don’t doubt that climate change is occurring and that it is driven in large part by green house gases. In fact, I believe that the scope and magnitude of the situation are somewhat minimized so that gestures like wind farms can seem like real solutions, which they clearly are not. These are commercial enterprises much like any other and should be judged on clearly demonstrated benefits and costs. They are not solutions to global warming or unemployment in Maine and they should not receive the cursory scrutiny, minimal regulation, and excessive subsidy that they do. This is the sort of corporate giveaway that is only too familiar today. Imagining that wind turbines will significantly slow climate change is like thinking your teaspoon will successfully bail your sinking boat. 

Why is this so? Because of the scale of the forces involved in the world’s economies. For example, the Chinese put a new coal fired plant on line roughly every two weeks to power its expanding economy. India is not far behind. Each of these coal based plants has the capacity to power the city of Houston, a city with approximately the population of Maine.  If all of the proposed wind projects go on line and deliver their stated capacity we can expect that to be perhaps 10% of our total state energy budget.  But even that is wildly optimistic since these towers typically deliver between 25 and 30% of their stated capacity at best. 

But isn’t there significance in even small gestures? In this case, no. Find me a coal plant anywhere in the world that has been replaced or decommissioned because of wind power. It hasn’t happened because wind power is unreliable and requires the backup power so often talked about. It hasn’t happened because wind power generation peaks at night and during the winter. Our highest needs are during the day and during the summer.  Nevertheless taxpaying Mainers will absorb all of the infrastructure costs because the transmission lines have to be upgraded to carry the promised load, not the actual load. 

The Wind PowerTask Force spoke of the importance of energy security in its mission statement, and this is a concept that LURC in turn takes seriously since it has expressed support for the Task Force’s goals. But wind power does not address energy security since our electricity is already home grown, based as it is on coal, natural gas, and hydropower. Imported fossil fuels drive cars and trucks, and wind will make no contribution there. 

Wind requires back up power because of its cyclic and inconstant nature and the power plants that run in parallel to wind facilities must operate in what is called wind shadowing mode. As the wind comes on these plants throttle down.  While operating in this backup role the gas turbine plants must depart from their most efficient operating parameters and in doing so consume more gas and produce more CO2 emissions per MWh. In fact in some models the addition of wind power to a grid has been shown to increase the carbon emissions of the system. 

But you don’t have to take my word for it. Germany and Spain have had between them the greatest wind energy experience and neither one has been able to demonstrate carbon savings from wind. In fact the German experience proves the point that Tom Hewson made at the Redington hearings a few years ago: that wind energy accomplishes nothing in a cap and trade environment since the latter drives down carbon emissions through auctions  at much lesser cost and the auction income is recycled constructively back into the economy. This too has been the German experience.  

As it turns out, like many of its other claims, the claim of economic benefit is also untested, unquestioned, and unsubstantiated. Wind power only exists because it is heavily subsidized, and you and I pay for these subsidies in our taxes. Wind energy is actually very expensive power, and the cost of the power has a retarding effect on the overall economy as surely as do surges in gas prices. A study of this phenomenon was also carried out in Germany, which is second only to the US in the number of on line wind turbines. Despite thousands of installed turbines and heavy subsidy, there was no net job creation. Rather the enterprise was viewed as having a retarding effect on the economy and job growth through higher taxes and energy costs. 

In Maine after the initial installation very few jobs remain at any of these sites and very few of them go to local people once the trees are cut down and the last gravel is poured. Yet these projects are touted as a great boon for the state. Not long after TransCanada sold the Kibby project to Franklin County as an economic cash cow they came back appealing for a TIFF to make it affordable for them. They pleaded to the county commissioners that they could not carry on without the TIFF. Now TransCanada is pushing to expand the same Kibby project in time to take advantage of stimulus money without which their expansion would not be possible. This does not even speak to the economic impact of turning our forest lands into industrialized landscapes. Again I urge all of you to re read the Brookings paper to get the full sense of the threat this development poses. 
While the benefits have been exaggerated the impacts have been minimized or frankly ignored.  Here we turn to the third criterion, that the project not compromise the principal values and goals of the CLUP. Protection of wildlife resources is key among these. Unfortunately the track record on wind power shows too great a willingness to give this issue short shrift. 

The Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology is this country’s pre eminent bird research center. Their Autumn 2009 newsletter highlighted energy issues and their impacts on bird populations. In the opening paragraph they cite a 2006 National Academy research article on the impacts of wind power on birds and bats. That paper concluded
1. We lack adequate scientific data to make informed decisions on where to safely locate wind turbines. 

2. We lack enough scientific evidence to accurately  estimate the risks of wind turbines to individual birds and populations

3. Methods for obtaining data about the effects of wind power are not standardized making them difficult to use in policy making

4. Technology for monitoring and mitigating risk are poorly developed

Despite these realities and objections we seem to be in a race to get on with this ill conceived project as quickly as possible, the science be damned. The USFWS had suggested that 3 years of monitoring be a standard before any project is approved but no project has received more than 1 year of study and some of those studies are limited to a few days of bird tracking data. Do we know the effects of 400’ turbines circling at 240mph on bird migration or the effect of the fluctuating wind pressure and noise on bird and other animal reproduction and behavior on the ground below?
Mark McCullough of the USFWS recently gave a talk at UMF at which he displayed the results of tracking a single golden eagle along the eastern seaboard. This bird has spent considerable time in western Maine, in the Boundary Mountains. Sisk historically has been a golden eagle nest and although none is active now we know that golden eagles, once common in Maine, often return to previously used nests. 
We have federal laws that are supposed to protect migrating birds generally and eagles particularly. These are the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act, but they remain virtually unenforced in wind turbine siting. We know, although we can’t quantify it, that these turbines exact a toll on migrating birds. And studies in Europe have shown that turbines interfere with eagle reproduction and cause direct mortality. 
In sum, I believe that the wind industry has been given a pass on key environmental issues. Wind turbines effect not only wildlife populations and the use of our wild lands, but they also have the potential for enormous impacts on our state’s economic health and prosperity. You, our LURC commissioners are the key stewards of our natural resource assets and to you falls the difficult but necessary task of balancing development and preservation in vast parts of our state. The Wind Power Task Force has articulated goals that will forever alter the landscape of this state calling, as they do, for 100’s of turbines across the ridges of Maine. I believe there are few land use questions in our time that will have greater impact on our future than the rules governing the expansion of wind power in the unexpedited areas of the state. At present these rules are inadequate and excessively vague to accomplish the enormous task of guiding sensible development. Unless and until there is better methodology to evaluate the economic and environmental impacts of industrial wind installations, these criteria should be set aside and the unexpedited areas should remain off limits to wind development. 
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