Money may drive wind project
decision

BY ANNE ADAMS « STAFF WRITER no Contr0| over.” tion Commission to see What High|and’s Op_
While some localities in other states haVﬁonS are. Attheir meeting this Week’ Supervi-

MONTEREY — Whether nghland secured agreements with wind energy deV%orS agreed the County should contact the At-
County will be the first place in Virginia to opers for money beyond what a state require@mey General's office for a written opinion
alter its land use regulations to allow indusRexrode and Sullenberger say no deals bgn the issue, even if that response wasn't spe-
trial scale wind energy to operate within itsween Highland County and HNWD havegific enough to be helpful.
borders may be decided here within the nekieen discussed despite rumors among someRexrode said supervisors have spoken to
eight weeks, and the three men charged witrere that HNWD has offered sums of cash i&ate legislators about the revenue picture.
that decision have been keeping their cardlge county. “I can tell you point blank there iSAdding tax revenue will be a big part of his
close to their vests as to how they might vot@o truth to that,” Sullenberger said this weekgecision, he says. “I think you have to take a

Asked recently by The Recorder if they haéther than exchanging pleasantries witfyok at it. You have to be objective. You have
staked out a position yet, none of the countyldNWD’s owners, the McBride family of tg ask, can it benefit the entire county?”
supervisors appeared ready to say. But it watarrisonburg, he says there has been no digexrode says the county faces a 16 percent
clear from statements by Jerry Rexrode armiission with them about their proposal, anghcrease in property taxes next year. “We’ve
Robin Sullenberger that the possibility of suball communications have been handled pr&een the school budget figures, but it's every-
stantially increasing revenue for this countyessionally, through their attorney. “There arghing in general, it's not all the schools. We
is playing a large role in their thinking so farno sweetheart deals here,” Sullenberger saygjlled money from savings ($106,000) to bal-
Lee Blagg declined to comment in much deand any implication to that effect is ludi-ance the budget this year.”
tail due to his belief his comments will not becrous.” While Highland doesn't actually carry
published accurately. Rexrode, too, says he has not spoken Witioney in a “savings” account, it does try to

Rexrode and Sullenberger reiterated thefhe McBrides, and there is no financial offefetain a recommended 15 percent of its $5.7
conversations with The Recorder at Tuesddyom HNWD on the table. Tax revenue frommjllion budget to run the county ($855,000).
night's regular board meeting, assuring thogée project, however “would be sizeable,\yhile some of that is earmarked for specific
attending about where they stood so faReXI‘Ode said. “And (MaC MCBride) is aWar%rojectS, the balance after this year's deduc-
Rexrode added at that meeting that he felt Tled that ... but we have no commitment t@jon of $106,000 is $862,800.

Recorder’s questions were “prudent,” but “McBride in no way, shape or form.” A 16 percent tax hike amounts to 11 cents
don't often talk to the paper,” he said. “I don't  Blagg, who owns property in the McDowellper every $100 value of property, which would
read it. | like to see both sides printed, and lerea about one mile from where U.S. Windqd $275 a year to the tax burden of a $250,000
people make a choice.” Force plans a West Virginia wind facility, saygroperty.

Sullenberger says while he knows Rexrodeo one from that company or HNWD has been Rexrode says there are positives and nega-
seriously considers the financial potential oih contact with him, either. tives to everything, and for this decision, “rev-
a utility project in Highland, “Our perspective ~ Over the course of the last several monthgnye is very big. And this is one of the cleanest
is very different on things. He does considenfficials have determined how much tax revindustries there are. The county has no extra
himself a champion of economic developmergénue the utility might generate for the countyhoney to do anything with. We can't build a
in the county, but while | respect and admirbased on utility regulations set by the Stat&yimming pool, which people want here, rec-
him for that, | don’t always agree with him.” Corporation Commission, but because Virreation, we can’t maintain the buildings ... |

The facility planned here by Highland Newginia has yet to value a wind facility, the anknow how bad the county needs tax money.
Wind Development LLC consists of about 2@wers have been unclear. In general, official§he decision) is ultimately going to boil down
commercial wind turbines some 400 feet higtgstimate the plant could generate as much gsfinancial, and land use,” he says. Even if
generating a total of 39 megawatts of powe$250,000 annually, on the high end, in proghe project provides additional revenue,
About four months ago, the company reerty taxes from the site flowing to the countyRexrode says it won't mean the county will
quested a conditional use permit to construétt the moment, Sullenberger says, supervisofgwer taxes, but that it may mean taxes won't
and operate the facility, and a zoning amenae trying to find out whether that revenugave to go up as much. “We're asking our poli-
ment to address height limits in Highland'svould be a consistent stream, especially {fcians would you support legislation leaving
ordinance. Virginia were to enact legislation exemptingtax revenue negotiations) up to localities, if

Tuesday, supervisors set a Jan. 26 publiedustrial wind plants from paying propertyit comes up (at the state level). Right now, it's
hearing date for a decision on the permit, artexes at all, or at a lower rate, as many statggi| up to the SCC to say exactly what we’ll
they will have 60 days from that date to votbave done. “We're asking about all this. We'rgjet.”
on the request. They could, however, vote azpncerned about sustainability of future rev- Bjagg says only that potential revenue from
the matter directly following the public com-enue if there is tax abatement. If you use reyhe project will play a part in his decision, but

ments. enue for the county as one reason to look pogiot the only part.
Blagg said Wednesday he will not revediively at _this (project), then it would have to A group of “green energy” industry lead-
his opinions about the project at this time. “be sustainable.” ers and other utility officials have begun ini-

will make a statement at the time of the vote,” Once that determination is made, he saygal discussions at the state level about renew-
he said. “What you print in the paper, | havefficials will consult with the State Corpora-aple portfolio standards, which in some East



Coast states force utilities to purchase a caesidents will sign anything without really re-no. Does it kill birds? Some say yes, some say
tain percentage of their power from renewalizing what they're signing. “They will,” he no.” Rexrode says it's a tough decision, with
able sources like solar, wind and biomassaid this week. “I'm convinced of that.” Hemuch conflicting information. “I told Mr.
Rexrode says he's aware of those talks, asdid the list he’s reviewed so far contains sonidcBride if | owned that piece of land I'd never
hopes Virginia will leave such decisions in theluplicate signatures and he’s noticed sonmut a wind mill on it. That’s my personal opin-

hands of local governments. where the husband has signed but not the wifen. But the county needs revenue and | can’t
Sullenberger declined to say which wayAnd there are at least three deceased peophake a decision on being selfish just because
he’s leaning on this decision. “I'm not in toon there,” he said. | don't like to see them. I'm not going to make

playing my hand just yet,” he said, adding he’s Sullenberger says he remains objective re-decision that way.”
been asked repeatedly by Highland landowigarding HNWD's proposal. In his professional Blagg, for his part, will continue to ask resi-
ers how he might vote. “You study the issuaple as executive director of the Shenandoatents how they feel about the project. “I'm
and study the issue, and study the issue. AMdlley Partnership, he works to bring develsaying very little to the public about my per-
you weigh the pros and cons,” he said. opment opportunities to 10 localities in thisonal opinion,” he said, citing a scripture verse
Learning how Highlanders feel about theegion of Virginia, and in the last couple otthat says be quick to listen, slow to speak, and
possibility of their first wind utility has been ayears, he has become the point man on wistbw to anger. “And I'm listening,” he said.
sticking point throughout discussions of th&nergy in Virginia. But, he says, “My role (atAsked what issues might constitute his deci-
project. While no official referendum couldSVP) ended when | presented the concept sibn-making process, Blagg said, “I'll be the
be taken due to state laws, the county declinednd power here,” he said. While he is resporudge of what the factors are. The Recorder
offers from the community for a county-sancsible for bringing opportunities, he says, herints a slanted side and you people need to
tioned poll. “I think we're smart enough todoes not do anything further in terms of proeorrect that. (Former publisher) Joe Pritchard
make a decision on fact,” Rexrode explaineanoting certain industries in any locality, in-would be turning over in his grave. He would
Nevertheless, a group of citizens opposed ttuding Highland. “Wind energy would havenever voice his opinion on issues like you do.”
the project is gathering signatures on a pettome to Highland County ultimately anyway, Blagg says while he doesn’t believe The Re-
tion, and mailing letters and post cards to otlire said. “And knowing this is coming, we ask¢order is “biased totally,” he doesn't think its
ers to add to the list. To date, more than 1,0@» we have these conversations? There weditorials are good for the community. “I un-
residents and landowners have signed to regpme enthusiasm about it in the initial stagederstand you want to know how | feel, but |
ister their opposition. but later in the process it got much more comwant to know what the public thinks ... It's a
Sullenberger says how comments havglicated. | don’t feel any additional anxiety oot issue, | understand that. But everybody
been received has been “interesting,” and sagsncerns because of my job. The main thingnieeds to understand and respect the process.
those supporting the project have taken “a cagtay aware of is to keep my objectivity. PreBlagg says speaking to the press “gets us in
tionary pro approach.” In his observations, neenting communities with opportunities is myrouble. All you've got to do is look back at
one seems gung-ho about welcoming the plamgsponsibility, but it doesn’t come with a recthe history. Ron Malcolm spoke to you and
but those being supportive are telling supeommendation.” the county ended up in court.” Blagg stresses
visors, “I think we should consider this, for a As for his personal feelings about the prodie does not fear being sued over the wind plant
very specific reason,” Sullenberger said.  pect of industrial wind energy, Sullenbergedecision, but that discussing his stance in the
Rexrode says he is taking the petition sersaid that as landowner, it is difficult not to bepress does more harm than good. “The other
ously and giving it due weight, but he is nofrustrated by the “lack of opportunities,” andsupervisors don't read the paper because they
convinced a majority of residents are opposethe cost of owning property. “You can't prosjust get upset. They've told you that. I'm not
He intends to go through the signatures; “I'lper in the agricultural arena the way peoplgoing to make any comment to you because
see who they are,” he said. He expressed camce did.” Those opposed to HNWD's utilityit'll just be more controversy and we don't
cern about the brochure that accompanied paste Highland’s natural resources and vieweed it. People will know how | feel when the
cards. “It says there are a lot of pros and cosbeds as in need of protection. “A lot of peopléme comes. We all love the county and we’'ll
to this, but I've never seen any pros in (thd)ave said how Highland County is the lastjo what'’s right for the county.”
letter.” best place on earth,” Sullenberger says. “I Inthe end, Rexrode says, the county must
Rexrode is keeping a list of those he speakl®n’t disagree with that. But it won’t be 25 ormove forward in this process. “I don’t know
with about the proposed utility, and says he’b0 years from now unless we can find a wawhich way to go,” he said. “I'm still up in the
share that list with The Recorder at a later dat®. make agriculture here sustainable.” Scenair. But we have to deal with this sooner or
“When I'm done with it I'll give you a beauty here was created in part by farmers alader. We won’t have any more facts down the
copy,” he said. His list includes 160 peopleselect timberers, he says, “but farmers are nwad than we do 90 days from now. Either way
he’s talked to, he says, and of those, 30 aadly being pressured into selling their landve go, we'll be sued.”
opposed and 130 are in favor. “I've heard goaglow.” Rexrode says HNWD has never indicated
and bad,” he says, “and I'm going to keep talk- Rexrode says he’s compiling a great de# would sue the county if its project were not
ing to people. Who are the 1,000 (opposedf research on wind energy. “You have to aslapproved, but he believes the county must have
and who are the (100) in favor? How many ofthat is a legitimate reason to turn somethirttggood justification” for turning down the
those brochures were sent out?” he askatbwn?” he said. “Just because you don’'t waitbmpany’s application. “It's not an issue ei-
“There are 1,900 registered voters in thito see something isn’'t a reason. | don’t knother way,” he added, and his decision will not
county. Is 600 opposed a majority?” Rexrodthe answer.” As for the turbines, he said, “be affected “whatsoever” by the possibility
said he wants to make sure those who signddn't like them. | don't like to see them. Butof legal action from either side of the issue. I
were told the truth. that’s not the point. We're elected to represemtouldn’t ever base any decision on being
Blagg said he is currently reviewing the listhe best interests of the county and we havesaed,” he said. “We have to make this deci-
of signatures on the petition. “There will benveigh the odds.” The visual effect of the 400sion based on having the best interests of the
some weight given to it,” he said. “I'll be ob-foot structures on county ridge lines is oneounty in mind. That’s all you can do.”
jective.” He has said previously he doesn’t pudrawback, he says. “But does it devalue prop- © Dec. 10, 2004, Anne Adams, Recorder
too much stock in petitions because Highlanerty? I'm not sure. Some say yes, some s#@ublishing of Va., Inc.



