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The Appalachian Trail and the proposed Redington Wind Turbine Project in Maine
Issue:  Update on the proposed Redington wind-turbine project; request for Board authorization to oppose project; disclosure of potential conflict of interest. 
Background:  Very few land uses compete for the highest ridge tops of the Eastern United States.  Since its inception, the Appalachian Trail has sought the same mountains as broadcast and telecommunications towers, ski areas, and the occasional tourist road.  In recent years, a new class of mountain-top development has been proposed for the ridge tops of the Appalachians – commercial wind-turbine “farms.”   Developers are promising clean renewable energy that avoids pollution, puts America on a path toward increased energy independence and minimizes the resource extraction impacts of fossil fuel mining, exploration, extraction, and transportation (think of mountaintop removal coal mining in West Virginia or drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge).  

After more than a decade of false starts it now appears that Endless Energy Company intends to file an application to develop a commercial wind-energy facility on the Redington Pond Range and Black Nubble, two undeveloped peaks in the remote Western Maine Mountains.  The site is just more one mile from the Appalachian Trail. In late September, the developer filed pre-application information with the Land Use Regulation Commission (LURC), the entity that must issue a permit for the project to be built.  The developer stated that he intends to file the complete application in mid- to late October.  

ATC and the Maine Appalachian Trail Club are collaborating in a joint campaign to mobilize opposition to the project and to solicit contributions to a Redington Defense Fund.  The defense fund will be used to organize volunteers and hire attorneys and expert witnesses to oppose the project.  It is conceivable that a thorough and vigorous defense could cost as much as $100,000.  

ATC has opposed this project since it was first proposed in the early 1990s.  The Conservancy’s opposition is grounded in a belief that any large scale development would be inappropriate in such a remote and scenic location.  Redington Township is uninhabited and is at the heart of a 300,000-acre area that has no permanent development.  The two ridges proposed for development also are important ecologically as they are in areas noted for exemplary natural communities including intact sub-alpine spruce fir forests.  Aerial imagery indicates that the Black Nubble ridge is in the seventh largest roadless area in Maine in large part due to the proximity of the site to the U.S. Navy’s survival school on a large undeveloped parcel.  The area also is known to be prime habitat for the Bicknell’s thrush, a rare bird that only nests in sub-alpine spruce fir forests in the Northeastern U.S. and Canada.  

ATC believes that Endless Energy’s project would unacceptably alter this wild and remote place since the scale of the project is so massive.  Details of the project are not available until the developer files his plans with LURC, but in his public statements he has said that the project would develop eight miles of ridgeline.  To get access to the site, the developer intends to upgrade more than eight miles of low-standard logging roads and bulldoze ten miles of new roads.  Those roads would be of a very high standard – estimated at a 35-foot width with minimal slopes and few sharp curves--to facilitate delivery of the huge turbine parts, concrete trucks and cranes used to erect the turbines.  There are 29 wind turbines being proposed - each with a massive concrete foundation, a 260-foot tower and a 150-foot blade bringing the total height of each structure to more than 410 feet.  The vegetation would be clear cut to stage construction and would likely not be allowed to grow back due to ongoing maintenance needs and the fact that the vegetation buffets the wind making the turbines less efficient. The developer has stated that the site would be gated and off limits to the public making Redington, a popular 4,000 foot mountain, off limits to peak baggers.  To get the power off the site and to connect into the power grid there would have to be at least ten miles of new high-voltage power line constructed through this remote area.

In addition to the on-the-ground impacts of building roads and power lines to remote mountain peaks, ATC believes that the visual impact on the Appalachian Trail would be unacceptable.  The massive size of the turbines, at more than 400 feet in height, will make them very visually prominent even at a great distance.  The motion of the turbines and the presence of flashing strobe lights to warn aircraft will accentuate their presence.  And, the fact that the Appalachian Trail makes a half circle around the project (see map) means that nearly every view for more than 50 miles along the Trail would look right at the proposed development.    We estimate that more than a dozen prominent summits or views would be affected.  The view from Saddleback, The Horn, Saddleback Junior, Mt. Abraham, Sugarloaf Cirque and the Crocker Range would all change from one of a spectacular and remote forest to one dominated by the spinning and flashing turbines along eight miles of previously undeveloped ridgeline.  

In weighing the decision to oppose the Redington project the (former) ATC Board(of Managers) and staff have been clear that the Conservancy does not oppose wind energy as a technology.  Appropriately sited it can and should play a role in the mix of energy we all consume.  ATC has joined Hikers for Clean Air, a coalition working in Washington to curb air pollution and green house gas emissions.  We are also starting to monitor air quality along the Trail as part of our new environmental monitoring initiative.  We believe that while we must do our part to help curb air pollution, we should not develop our most remote wild and scenic mountaintops.  Instead, wind-energy projects should be sited in places where the facilities can be matched with existing infrastructure.  

ATC has reviewed six wind-energy proposals in the viewshed of the A.T. and the Redington project is the only one we are opposing.  Two of the other projects are in the Berkshire region of Massachusetts.  One is on top of Brodie Ski Area (about 4 miles from the A.T.) and the other is in the Hoosac Range (about 10 miles from the A.T.) near North Adams.  Both of these sites are much closer to significant towns and development and would not have the same kind of impact on a wild and remote region.  ATC does not oppose either of them.  The other three projects are in southern Vermont and are also adjacent to existing development.  Glebe Mountain in Londonderry, home to Magic Mountain Ski area, is proposed for a commercial-scale wind farm (about 9.5 miles from the A.T.) that would use the ski area infrastructure to gain access to the ridge top.  Little Equinox Mountain near Manchester also is being proposed for development by the Endless Energy Company, but this location has a popular tourist road to the summit and a history of radio towers and windmills on the site.  There is an existing wind farm with 11 turbines in the town of Searsburg that is proposed for expansion (about 10 miles from the A.T.)  This project would use the same roads and power lines that are already on site.  All five of these projects do a good job of matching the proposed wind energy developments with existing development and infrastructure and are in the background viewshed as seen from the Appalachian Trail.  For these reasons, ATC believes they are appropriately sited and has not opposed any of these projects moving forward.  

In regards to the Redington project, once the developer’s application has been filed with LURC, there will be an opportunity for the public to comment in writing and in person.   ATC and the Maine Appalachian Trail Club intend to seek intervener status in the proceedings.  In order to do so we must hire an attorney and expert witnesses to demonstrate the high level of impact of this project, especially compared with other sites in the region where wind-energy facilities seem to be able to fit more harmoniously into the landscape.    

Related issue currently being addressed by the Stewardship Council:  ATC’s Policy on Roads and Utility Developments, adopted by the ATC Board of Managers in April 2000, gives good guidance and meets ATC’s needs for addressing the Redington conflict.  However, this policy needs to be modified to guide ATC’s more nuanced response to other commercial wind-energy facilities in the zone of concern of the Appalachian Trail, especially to allow for the possibility of ATC support for potential projects.  Staff has drafted a proposed new subsection of the existing policy to address this need.  The Stewardship Council opened discussion of that draft and the complex web of related issues at their September 2005 meeting.  The Council formed a sub-group to assist with further exploration of the issues and will work with staff to refine and distribute the draft to the Trail community and other interested parties for review and comment prior to presenting it for review and adoption by the Board (estimated Fall 2005).
Related issue currently being addressed by the New England Regional Partnership Committee and Maine Appalachian Trail Club:  Campaign design, tactics, etc. are being mapped out primarily at the local level but the work will be made available for review and enhancement to ATC’s Stewardship Council.  
Process overview: Endless Energy’s application will first be reviewed for “completeness.”  They have some vulnerabilities, and it is possible that their application would not make it through this filter.  If it is deemed complete, there will be a minimum 30-day review period, followed by an adjudicatory hearing under the Administrative Procedures Act.  This is like a trial but it also has a “public comment” section associated with it.
Campaign overview

ATC, together with Maine Appalachian Trail Club (MATC) will pursue a joint advocacy and fundraising campaign.  While details are yet to be designed, we have been building a list of interested contacts in recent years and both parties are optimistic about tapping significant local opposition to the project.  Foundation prospects are not promising, however, due to the complexity of wind in relation to environmental interests.

ATC and MATC have been gearing up for this moment for several years with rigorous exploration and regular meetings and are prepared to jointly pursue intervener status.  We hope that the Natural Resource Council of Maine and AMC will also play some role.  We expect the National Park Service will intervene separately, focused on visual issues and tapping both their and the Forest Service’s methods and experts for assessing impact.  We will augment the visual analysis with a range of expert witnesses including ecologists focusing on wildlife and habitat issues, including bird and bat tower-impact experts, geologists analyzing soils, energy experts and sound engineers, as needed.

Bill Plouffe has been the lead legal technical expert during the multi-year discussions related to this issue. He clearly disclosed that relationship when he joined ATC’s new Board of Directors, thus meeting the requirements of ATC’s Conflict of Interest Disclosure policy.  The ATC/ MATC technical campaign is built on the assumption that Plouffe will be hired through his firm to serve as the attorney for ATC and MATC as we seek intervener status and pursue the case.  Due to this relationship, Plouffe will recuse himself from discussion or voting on related aspects of ATC’s budget and will respond only to questions during the Board’s discussion of this issue.  Staff feels that this resolves any possible conflict of interest but seeks Board confirmation.
Plouffe has outlined the below targeted strategy for the application review that aims to capitalize on the A.T. community’s strengths and Endless Energy’s (EE) weaknesses.  Specifically these are:

· Demonstrated need for zone change.  EE will rely on the air pollution/cost of energy/supply of fuel arguments.  These must be refuted.  We should focus on oversupply of electricity in Maine now and how the intermittent nature of wind power means that it will not displace much or any fossil fuel.   EE will also say that jobs will be created and that tourism will be boosted.  We must show that the permanent jobs will be few and that jobs will be lost in the forestry industry because of wood chip fuel demand loss at Stratton and elsewhere.  We also must show that tourism and associated jobs will be hurt by this project. We must rebut his use of support petitions with our own petitions.  Key to our case here is opposition by the county commissioners, area select boards, and elected state officials from the area. We must also raise the issue of the availability of other sites for wind in Maine which do not have all of the adverse consequences of building on Black Nubble and Redington.  This could include the argument that new technology makes lower elevation sites viable.

· Financial Capacity.  If EE’s case is built on power purchase agreements it should not meet the review standards.  Thus LURC might find the application incomplete.

· Technical Ability.  We will have to wait to see who is going to run this project. 
· Sound levels.  EE claimed that there would be no sound problems for the A.T.  We will confirm this with a sound engineer who has access to the data on the Vestas V90 turbines.

· Visual issues.  We need to attack the DeWan report and present our own visual assessment from the A.T. and perhaps from roads as well as refute the developer’s claim that hikers love windmills.

· Fisheries and wildlife.  The northern bog lemming (rare) is in the area.  We should focus on habitat destruction.  We need evidence on bird and bat mortality.  We need some evidence on golden eagles frequenting the area and possible effects on them. 

· Soils and blasting.  We need information on total cleared area for the project – pads, roads, etc.  We also need to look at the effects of blasting bedrock at 4,000 feet.  These items relate to habitat, storm-water and erosion.

· Property maintenance.  Require performance guarantees for decommissioning.

