Wind assessments found lacking

BY ANNE ADAMS ¢« STAFF killed large numbers of raptorslife impacts ... and the resource®f the true impacts to wildlife
WRITER and bats. In other parts of theavailable to help make decisionsfrom wind power.”
country, the kills were compara-about the siting.” Scientists are particularly con-

WASHINGTON, D.C. — Re- tively lower, “although most fa-  The report quotes one experterned about the cumulative im-
searchers and biologists have ingilities have killed at least somewho said the number of bats curpacts on populations if the indus-
sisted for years that thousands dbirds,” it states. However, it cau-rently being killed is “alarming” try expands as expected, a point
wind turbines in the U.S., and thetions, many facilities have notin the eastern U.S. “He explainednade by Virginia agency officials
thousands more planned for conbeen studied, and therefore, scithat bats live longer and havein a meeting with Highland New
struction, could do serious dam-entists “cannot draw definitive lower reproductive rates thanWind Development recently.
age to wildlife, especially in Ap- conclusions about the threat,” esbirds and therefore, bat popula+*Such concerns may be well-
palachia. They have cried forpecially since much is still un- tions may be more vulnerable tofounded,” GAO concludes, “be-
more environmental reviews thatknown about bird flyways and impacts. In addition, there are procause significant development is
take into account the cumulativespecies population levels. posals for hundreds of new windproposed in areas that contain
impact these 400-foot turbines As it stands, state and localturbines along the Appalachianlarge numbers of species or are be-
could have if thousands aregovernments carry the responsiMountains.” lieved to be migratory flyways.”
erected in this region. bility for regulating wind plants.  GAO cites arecentreportfrom Concerns are compounded by

This month, the federal gov- Though many have ordinancesBat Conservation International,the fact that regulating wind
ernment published an eight-monthwhich require environmental re-which estimated if all ridge-top power varies from location to lo-
study that agrees with that concluviews, “regulatory agency offi- turbines are approved and theation, GAO says, and some state
sion. Its study found that, well, cials do not always have experi-mortality rates continue at theirand local regulatory agencies gen-
there needs to be more study. ence or expertise to address ... imeurrent rate, turbines “might kill erally had little experience or ex-

And apparently, both the wind pacts from wind power,” it says. tens of thousands of bats in gertise in addressing these im-
energy industry and its critics The federal government playssingle season.” pacts. Moreover, it said, “It ap-
agree. a minimal role in approving wind  Though none of the bats killedpears that when new wind power

The Government Accountabil- developments, usually only whenare endangered species, théacilities are permitted, no one is
ity Office, an investigative arm of federal land is involved. USFWS has initiated a study withconsidering the impacts of wind
Congress, looked at how com- USFWS is charged with wild- the U.S. Geological Survey topower on a regional or ‘ecosys-
mercial wind energy has devel-life protection under three majorstudy bat migration and developtem’ scale — a scale that often
oped nationwide, in a movefederal laws — the Migratory Bird tools to identify the best locationsspans governmental jurisdic-
prompted by two West Virginia Treaty Act, the Bald and Goldenfor turbines and communicationtions.”
congressmen — Nick Rahall Il Eagle Protection Act, and the Entowers. American Wind Energy Asso-
and Alan B. Mollohan. dangered Species Act — all of The report also notes some deeiation executive director Randall

GAO concentrated on wind which generally “forbid harm” to velopments have lower levels ofSwisher said while his organiza-
plants’ effect on migratory birds various species. Though signifi-mortality, but there are also indi-tion was pleased the GAO found
and bats, and what thecant kills have occurred at windrect impacts to wildlife. “For ex- wind turbines didn't kill as many
government’s responsible for do-plants, the federal government haample,” it states, “construction of birds as other kinds of threats, bats
ing about it. There’s no doubtnot prosecuted any cases againstind power facilities may frag- were another story.
thousands of birds and bats havevind power companies underment habitat and disrupt feeding “The report also shows that we
been killed by wind turbines, it these wildlife laws, “preferring in- or breeding behaviors. Accordingneed to learn more about wind-bat
found, but those kills vary widely stead to encourage companies tthe USFWS, the loss of habitatinteractions, an issue about which
by region. take mitigation steps to avoid fu-quantity and quality is the primarythe industry remains concerned

GAO reviewed what studiesture harm,” the report states.  cause of declines in most assessaalen if further research eventually
and experts have reported so far, Though wind developers arebird populations and many othershows that the impact on bat popu-
and the roles and responsibilitiesot specifically required to take wildlife species.” lations is not significant,” Swisher
of government agencies in regusteps to avoid damage under these GAO concluded it does notsaid in a written statement. “The
lating wind plants. It sampled six federal laws, the USFWS can holdappear that wind power is responindustry believes that bats and
states with commercial wind fa-them liable for harm if kills oc- sible for a significant number of wind turbines can and must coex-
cilities, and concluded the U.S.cur. In some cases, GAO founddeaths compared to other threatst, and is working with stake-
Fish and Wildlife Service should developers voluntarily consultedto avian species. “While we do notholder groups and experts to un-
provide state and local agenciesvith USFWS or another agencyknow a lot about the relative im-derstand the issue and try to find
with information on impacts and before construction. pacts of bat mortality from wind ways to avoid or at least reduce
the resources to help make deci- In the congressmen’s reportpower relative to other sourcesgollisions.
sions about where wind powerintroduction they said, “We are significant bat mortality from  “The wind energy industry
should be approved. making a recommendation towind power has occurred in Ap-welcomes scrutiny of, and com-

In northern California, Penn- USFWS to reach out to state angbalachia,” it states. Furthermore parison with, all of the impacts of
sylvania and West Virginia, GAO local regulatory agencies with in-“much work remains before sci-all sources of power generation,”
found, the industrial plants haveformation on the potential wild- entists have a clear understandingaid Swisher. “We have nothing



to hide. We hope that lawmakerscations are better suited than othment has acknowledged that studfound online at: www.gao.gov/
and consumers concerned aboudrs for wind projects, she addedies haven't been enough,” she saidew.items/d05906.pdf.
impacts of energy use — as welbut developers have additionakhis week. “We can’t assume © Sept. 30, 2005, Anne Adams,
they should be — will also call for factors to consider. “If you take athere’s not an impact (from tur- Recorder Publishing of Va., Inc.
detailed studies on the impacts obird’s eye view of the midwest, bines), because there hasn’t been
other operating or proposed powethough, it's entirely compatible any study.”
plants in the region.” (with wind energy),” as are sec- The AWEA, she says, “grossly
AWEA spokesperson Christinetions of lllinois, the Great Plains, understates the impacts and over-
Real de Azua said her organizaand the heartlands of the U.Sstates the benefits” of wind en-
tion agrees wildlife impacts need“The Atlantic states are moreergy. “They say we're misguided
to be studied, but calls for equallymodest (in wind potential).” or misinformed, and we feel like
rigorous studies on other energy For various reasons, GAOthe wind industry is misinform-
industries as well. “The scope ofsays, the USFWS *“generallying.” Linowes points to how fast
the GAO study was really veryspends a very small portion ofwind projects have been prolifer-
narrow,” she said, noting nottheir time assessing the impactating in the East, and how much
much beyond the bird and batfrom wind power. Nonetheless,the industry saturates the public
findings were requested. “An evenUSFWS has taken some steps tdomain with its own assessments
broader study is needed to haveeach out to the wind power in-and spin. “It's been difficult to
everything in context ... the birdsdustry by, among other things, isfight,” she says. “When we raise
are clearly having a hard time butsuing voluntary guidelines to en-issues, and speak of impacts,
more regulation is needed on othecourage conservation and mitigawe’re making statements contrary
industries as well. Our industry istion actions.” to other environmentalists, too.
proud of its record. Thereis moni- The USFWS interim guide- It's awkward.”
toring on various wind farms andlines were prepared in May 2003, The NWW group, currently
more scrutiny is needed. A lot ofand urge a precautionary approachpplying for non-profit status, was
other things need to be scrutinizedo siting wind facilities. It encour- formed this August after months
as well.” ages the industry to follow theof discussion among commercial
Real de Azua says the impactgiuidelines and conduct scientificwind industry critics, particularly
of wind projects are minor com- research on wildlife impacts (seethose concerned about projects in
pared to other energy sourcessidebar). their own hometowns. Linowes
“Our impact is not zero, but its  Ultimately, the GAO recom- says NWW hopes to simply bring
really microscopic by compari- mended the Secretary of the Inteinformation to the public, and sus-
son,” she said. rior direct USFWS to develop tain a “watchdog” responsibility
Most wind plants are installed consistent communication forwith a professional, factual ap-
in areas that are more than alreadstate and local wind power regu-proach.
fragmented, she added. She pointators. The communication should NWW president David
to Tennessee ridges alreadwlert regulators to the potentialRoberson welcomed the GAQO’s
stripped and mined, large agricul-wildlife impacts, and various re- findings. “The lack of scientific
tural fields in the midwest and sources available to help make dedata on the potential damaging
upstate New York, and large, drycisions about permitting facilities. impacts to wildlife and our sensi-
ranches in Oklahoma and Texas, Also notable was that GAO tive land areas must be addressed,
all of which would be not be fur- found no instance in which a stateespecially when one considers
ther disrupted by a wind project. or local agency regulating wind how much of this industrial devel-
In cases like the site for High-power had incorporated oropmentis subsidized by state and
land New Wind Development’s adopted the guidelines developedederal tax dollars,” he said in a
project here on Allegheny Moun-by USFWS in their own require- written statement. Roberson said
tain, where there are pristine conments for approving wind plants,the AWEA chose to highlight only
ditions and potentially negative but it found two cases where stateselect sections of the investigative
impacts to endangered speciedjad used the guidelines to infornreport that, taken out of context,
Real de Azua says, developers catheir regulations or how theydiminished the findings. “Na-
work out a plan with USFWS to monitor wildlife impacts. tional Wind Watch challenges the
reconfigure the project and miti-  Wind industry critics generally wind industry to do the right thing
gate damage. She described a sitapplauded the GAO findings, es-by openly acknowledging the po-
ation in the Pacific Northwest pecially because they lent a strongential risks of wind turbines on
where a ground squirrel protectedsoice of authority to recommen-our ridge lines, shores and prai-
on the state level was identified.dations the group had been makries.”
“They relocated the whole stringing for so long. Lisa Linowes, a For more information, see the
of turbines and avoided distur-spokesperson for the newlyAmerican Wind Energy Associa-
bance of that particular habitat,"formed “National Wind Watch” tion web site: www.awea.org, or
she said. “There are some pristingroup, called GAQO's report “very the National Wind Watch site:
places in Appalachia, but manyimportant.” www.windwatch.org.
are already disturbed.” Some lo- “For the first time, the govern-  The full GAO report can be



