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My name is Annette Smith.  I live in Danby.  I am Executive Director of Vermonters for a 
Clean Environment, a statewide environmental advocacy organization founded in 1999 to 
deal with a large natural gas power plant and pipeline project proposed for Rutland and 
Bennington Counties. 
 
In our 14 years, VCE has worked with Vermonters on a variety of issues including quarries, 
gravel pits, landfills, large farms, groundwater protection, safe drinking water, mercury 
pollution, and the health effects of chemicals and new technologies being introduced into 
our society.  Often our work involves the interface between industrial development and 
residential neighborhoods, and we often deal with what I will call a regulatory orphan, 
environmental health. 
 
We began working on utility scale wind turbine issues four years ago when in April 2009 
one of our members came across a website for a wind project calling itself Vermont 
Community Wind Farm, except nobody in the community knew anything about it.  We have 
since worked with citizens around all the proposed and developed wind sites in Vermont to 
assist people in understanding the facts, advise them on how to participate in the 
regulatory process, and attempt to hold the corporations developing the sites accountable 
for their actions. 
 
When we first became involved in this issue, we asked the wind developer to please do it 
differently, and engage in a collaborative community-based stakeholder process.  He, and 
four other wind developers of whom we have since asked the same question, have refused 
to work with Vermont communities.  Hundreds of Vermonters are now being sacrificed to 
this technology, without developers ever engaging in meaningful negotiations with the 
people they are most directly affecting. 
 
We support taking a time out on more utility scale wind development until we have a 
better understanding of the social and environmental costs.   After four years of intense 
involvement in wind turbine issues in Vermont, we have seen enough to know that this is 
not that complicated.  Wind turbines are simply an inappropriate technology to put near 
where people live and in our most sensitive environments that are critical for adapting to 
climate change.    
 
We understand that others need to learn about the issues and what is happening in these 
rural communities targeted by big wind developers before joining us in that conclusion.  
For now, we think the three year moratorium proposed by this legislation is an appropriate 
and necessary response, and we thank you for finally providing this opportunity to provide 
facts and information so that informed decisions can be made. 
 
Utility scale wind turbines are being promoted as critical to respond to 1) climate change, 
and as a way to 2) show we are doing our part and send a message, 3) reduce greenhouse 
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gas emissions, 4) reduce our reliance on fossil fuels and 5) move to a clean energy 
economy.  Some people suggest that mountaintop wind turbines are a necessary response 
to mountaintop coal removal, deep water oil drilling, natural gas fracking, and aging 
nuclear power plants. 
 
We have been amazed by the willingness of well-intentioned Vermonters to accept those 
claims on their face, without looking critically at whether or not this technology can 
achieve those goals.   
 
1. Climate change.  We have watched as undisclosed quantities of fossil fuels have been 
used to build roads and platforms on our mountains for three big wind sites.  Intact 
ecosystems that wildlife experts say are critical for climate change adaptation have been 
fragmented and destroyed.  Class A1 headwater streams have been filled, and groundwater 
has been turned into surface water, which will increase stormwater runoff and result in 
degradation of the aquifer and water quality over time.  The natural systems on our 
mountains perform important functions that are necessary for climate change adaptation, 
but their values have not been considered or quantified.  Right now, we do not have a 
permitting and regulatory system that values these resources or their importance in 
addressing climate change. 
 
2. Doing our part and sending a message.  There is no question that these big machines 
are symbolic of an attempt to do something.  The question is, are they doing what 
proponents claim?  Right now, we do not know.  But sending a message is not an excuse for 
destroying the environment and ruining people’s lives.  Couldn’t the message be that 
Vermont is a leader in protecting communities and finding community-based ways to 
respond to climate change?  Why allow developers to determine the message for us?   
 
3. Reducing greenhouse gases. Before we accept that claim, we need to understand how 
the wind energy is being integrated into the grid, and whether or not our New England grid 
is able to utilize wind energy to reduce GHG emissions.  We have asked ISO-New England 
for evidence that the 767 MW of big wind energy on the New England grid is reducing GHG 
emissions.  We are still waiting for the information, and we suggest you ask them, too.  
Right now, we do not know whether the $2 billion worth of investment made in big wind in 
New England is reducing or increasing GHG emissions.    

As can be seen in the Wednesday’s VPR story, the VEC newsletter about Lowell wind 
and the Colebrook Chronicle article about the Coos County NH wind project, there are 
stability issues in the grid that are undermining the value of wind energy and lowering 
productions rates far below developers’ estimates.  

These inefficiencies in the grid do not apply to other renewable resources like hydro 
and to some extent solar.  And we should keep in mind that testimony in this committee 
last year was that there is at least 10 years’ worth of excess capacity on the grid.  It only 
takes 8 months to build a ridgeline wind project.  Right now, we do not need more 
electricity. 

Additionally, we do not have a total life cycle cost for ridgeline wind turbine 
construction, so that is a blank that needs to be filled in.  
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4. Reducing fossil fuel consumption.  Bill McKibben told this legislature Wednesday that 
“every spin of the blade reduces fossil fuel consumption somewhere.”  I have been unable 
to find evidence to support that statement, or the claim that for every 1 MW of wind energy 
created, 1 MW of fossil fuels is offset.  About 50 % of the electricity used by the New 
England grid comes from natural gas, and, like gas or not, that natural gas electricity has 
nearly eliminated the use of coal and oil for electricity generation.  Coal plants get called up 
when it is very cold and the price of gas is high because of heating needs.  But otherwise 
coal use is declining in the New England grid, and as is oil.   

 
Wind in the New England grid interacts primarily with gas generators.   According to the 
President of the most efficient natural gas plant in the New England system with whom I 
spoke last week, that plant is inefficient when it ramps up and down in response to 
generation from wind projects.  Fuel consumption is not necessarily reduced, and 
emissions may actually increase when the gas plants ramp down in response to the wind 
energy.   No New England gas generator has installed a flexible gas generator such as is 
being marketed by GE to enable the gas plant to respond efficiently to wind energy.  It is 
probably most accurate to say that at this time we do not know whether wind energy is 
reducing fossil fuel consumption in the New England grid.  But we do know that in the New 
England grid, renewables are often displacing renewables because if biomass, hydro and 
wind are all on one transmission line with limited capacity, ISO-Ne curtails the plant that is 
easiest to shut off -- wind. 
 If Bill McKibben can present some facts to support his claim, I welcome that.  I have 
been looking for four years. 
 



Smith Testimony – 1/31/13 4 

5. Moving to a clean energy economy.  VCE has been a supporter of solar, passenger rail, 
and reducing our carbon footprint for years.  We support reducing our reliance on fossil 
fuels and moving to a renewable energy future.  But we also support doing so based on an 
evaluation of the options and recognition that not every technology is right for Vermont.  
First, we must recognize that over-population is our planet’s biggest environmental 
problem, something most environmental and climate change activists fail to mention.  And 
we must reduce consumption.  Personally I have an extremely low carbon footprint, living 
off grid with solar for hot water and electricity for more than 20 years.  I also insulated my 
house and replaced windows.  I understand what is possible and look forward to seeing 
more Vermonters, especially our leaders, invest, as I have, in our renewable energy future. 
Utility scale wind makes a lot of claims and promises which do not hold up when looked 
into further.  Right now, we need to take time to figure out what is true and what is not. 
 
One of the more ludicrous claims is that wind opponents are supporting fossil fuel 
extraction, especially mountaintop coal removal.  Not true.  First, very little coal is burned 
now in New England for electricity.  Second, the United States is the 4th largest coal 
exporter in the world, exporting 118 million tons of coal last year alone, including to China 
which imported 4 million tons of US coal last year.  West Virginia coal is good for making 
steel, which is the primary component in wind towers, along with rare earth minerals.  If 
we follow the coal trade, we may learn that more American mountaintop coal is used to 
build wind towers in China than is consumed to produce electricity in the New England 
grid.  Right now, we do not know. 
 
Some of what we do know now, though, is deeply troubling and evidence for the need for 
this time out from further wind development. 
 
We know that the regulatory process is doing an inadequate review of the issues, and that 
there is no system in place to respond to problems after the fact.  
 

 We watched as the Agency of Natural Resources responded to comments filed by 
water experts hired by citizens who noted that nine headwater streams would be 
filled on the Lowell mountains.  The ANR response was that they disagreed that 
headwater streams would be filled.  We then got reports during construction and 
saw photos with captions of headwater streams being “taken” (i.e. filled) for the 
project. 

 
 The Lowell stormwater permits were appealed during construction, yet the project 

is built and the PSB has not issued a decision.   
 

 Only in New England do we blast to build roads and sites for wind turbines.  Iowa, 
Illinois, Pennsylvania, New York and other states where big wind turbines are 
designed for do not require blasting.   We reviewed the blasting plan for Sheffield 
and found that the PSB did not require disclosure of blasting compounds, total 
blasts or pounds per delay, all typically required in Act 250 for quarry blasting.   

 
 In Lowell, the PSB required the MSDS sheets for the blasting compounds, but no 

disclosure of total amount of explosives used on the mountain.  A conservative 
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estimate is more than one million pounds of Ammonium Nitrate Fuel Oil (ANFO) 
was used on the Lowell mountains, perhaps more.  For every million pounds of 
explosives, 9000 gallons of fuel oil is used, injected into the mountain, into the 
groundwater.   

 
 In the Georgia Mountain case, neighbors reported flyrock thrown onto their 

property in June 2012.  A group of neighbors wrote a plea to the PSB in July seeking 
immediate relief from the blasting,.  The PSB took more than a month to respond, 
during which time wind developer Martha Staskus, who is also chair of the board of 
Renewable Energy Vermont, repeatedly told the media and the PSB that no flyrock 
was being thrown.   

 
In the absence of any response from the regulator, neighbors tried to protect their 
property by putting up tents, only to be sued by the wind developer to keep them off 
1000 feet of their own land, without compensation, just as happened with the 
Nelsons in Lowell.  After the neighbors hired a lawyer the lawsuit was dropped.   
The PSB took action but only after the blasting was complete, and gave the wind 
developer a “cost of doing business” fine.  The neighbors entered into a confidential 
monetary settlement because of the flyrock, which the Department of Pubic Safety 
confirmed had occurred and was a hazard to public safety. 

 
 We listened to credible noise experts hired by towns and citizen groups tell the PSB 

that the sound levels that they were setting of 45 dBA were too high, and were at a 
level where studies show that people’s health is known to be harmed.  We watched 
as Ken Kaliski, the noise expert for most of the wind developers in Vermont, told the 
PSB that infrasound is not an issue, while experts hired by intervenors told the PSB 
that infrasound is a serious issue.  And then we saw the PSB listen only to the wind 
developer’s expert, and set a standard at which we are now seeing that people’s 
health is being harmed.   

 
 There is no agency set up to deal with health complaints that result from turbine 

noise.  Our Health Commissioner has said in public he does not believe there are any 
health issues associated with wind turbine noise.  Citizens have been reporting 
complaints to the Public Service Department for months, going into a black hole.  
For two years, we have been asking the PSD to come up with a plan to address the 
noise and health complaints.  There is no plan. 

 
The message we are now sending is that wind developers can bulldoze, lie, cheat, steal and 
destroy with the complicity and support of the state. 
 
Your legislation is a good start in addressing the injustices we have witnessed.  We have 
some suggestions for additions: 
 

 A serious investigation into the noise issues must be undertaken at all three project 
areas.  No further development should be allowed unless and until we understand 
how to protect Vermonters from the serious health effects of these huge machines. 
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 The legislation relies heavily on the Agency of Natural Resources to develop 
information, but that is not an agency that has earned the public’s trust where wind 
development is concerned, and the issues go beyond the ANR’s mission.  We 
recommend revising that section to require a collaborative investigation that 
includes the PSD and VDH and looks at all the issues that are surfacing, including 
water, wildlife, blasting, human health, and wind integration into the ISO-NE grid. 

 
We have so many unanswered questions, but we do know one thing.  Too many 
Vermonters are being terribly damaged by utility scale wind turbines.  Nobody is looking 
out for their interests.  This legislation is the beginning of changing that.   
 
We look forward to offering further comments on the proposed change from the PSB 
Section 248 process to the Act 250 process, a move we support but we think will need time 
ensure the process works efficiently for both developers and our communities – another 
critical reason why a three year “time out” is necessary.   
 
Last year, this committee allowed 15 minutes of testimony from three highly qualified 
experts on the impacts from ridgeline wind projects, without even the opportunity for 
questions from the committee members.  For three years the House Natural Resources and 
Energy Committee has kept a siting and setback bill on the wall, bottling up legislation that 
could have helped inform the issues Vermonters are experiencing.  We have waited three 
years to be heard by this legislature, and it will take three years to evaluate all the issues 
associated with big wind technology.  We are thankful that this legislation will provide the 
time necessary to enable the facts to come out so Vermont can build its renewable energy 
future in a way we can live with. 
 
Annette Smith, Executive Director 
Vermonters for a Clean Environment 
789 Baker Brook Road 
Danby, VT  05739 
(802) 446-2094  
www.vce.org 
vce@vce.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.vce.org/
mailto:vce@vce.org
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VCE comments on permitting process to the energy siting policy commission, 
November 13, 2012 
http://vermontersforacleanenvironment.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/vce_comments_en
ergysitingcommission_111312.pdf 
 
 
VCE Presentation to VT Energy Siting Policy Commission, January 11, 2013 
Power Point: http://www.vce.org/VCE_Presentation_11113.pptx  
Audio:  http://vce.org/VCE_EnergySitingCommission_011113.mp3 
Video:  https://vimeo.com/57294940 
 
 

Cost of installed New England big wind generation 
 

 

# of 
turbines 

        Nameplate Capacity MW  
            <30% capacity factor 

Installed Cost              
      (millions) 

 Maine 235                            463.3       1028.43 
 New Hampshire   65                            163          390 
 Vermont   41                            113          319 
 Mass   19                              28.5          154.7 
 TOTAL New England 360                            767.8 MW      $2000 
  

  
$160 million to build 63 MW on Lowell would  

 insulate and weatherize 50,000 homes (30% fuel savings) 
 buy thermal solar for 53,000 homes (40% fuel reduction) 

 
http://theenergycollective.com/jemillerep/178096/expanded-wind-and-solar-power-increase-

need-natural-gas 

Why Expanded Alternative Energy Increases the Need for Natural Gas 

 

 

http://vermontersforacleanenvironment.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/vce_comments_energysitingcommission_111312.pdf
http://vermontersforacleanenvironment.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/vce_comments_energysitingcommission_111312.pdf
http://www.vce.org/VCE_Presentation_11113.pptx
http://vce.org/VCE_EnergySitingCommission_011113.mp3
https://vimeo.com/57294940
http://theenergycollective.com/jemillerep/178096/expanded-wind-and-solar-power-increase-need-natural-gas
http://theenergycollective.com/jemillerep/178096/expanded-wind-and-solar-power-increase-need-natural-gas
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http://www.vpr.net/news_detail/97331/grid-constraints-mean-less-power-output-from-wind/ 
 

Grid Constraints Mean Less Power Output From Wind Projects 

Wednesday, 01/30/13 5:50pm, John Dillon 
 

A utility official says that some big wind projects in the region are not performing as planned due to 

constraints on the transmission grid. 

 

The news came as Vermont lawmakers focused on both climate change and a moratorium on new 

wind development. 

 

The Vermont Electric Cooperative buys electricity from two Northeast Kingdom wind projects. And 

co-op CEO David Hallquist said the production from the turbines has been below expectations. He 

cited the example of the 16 turbine project in Sheffield, which went on line in late 2011. 

 

"We take about half the output of Sheffield," he said. "Our estimates are that for 2012 Sheffield 

produced at about a 23 percent capacity factor versus a planned 32 percent."   

 

Capacity factor means what a power project is expected to generate over the course of a year, 

versus its highest maximum possible output. Very few generators operate at a 100 percent capacity 

factor. Projects powered by wind, because the wind doesn't blow all the time, usually have capacity 

factors in the 30 to 35 percent range. 

 

Hallquist appeared before the Senate Natural Resources Committee as the panel discussed a three 

year moratorium on ridgeline wind projects. 

 

Hallquist said that transmission constraints have lowered the output of large-scale northern New 

England wind generators. These include the Sheffield turbines, Green Mountain Power's Lowell 

wind project, and a wind development in Dixfield Notch, NH. 

 

The operator of the New England electric grid, called ISO New England, has told these wind projects 

that they can't put electricity on to the network because it would de-stabilize the grid. 

 

The problem is the electricity network gets out of synch if the turbines produce more power than is 

being used at any one time. 

 

So ISO issues an order to ramp back power. It's called curtailment. 

 

"We are seeing those interconnect issues with other wind projects. As we've seen the Dixville 

project in New Hampshire was curtailed about 50 percent," Hallquist said. "And we've seen 

curtailments at Sheffield as well. These ISO curtailments are definitely impacting the numbers." 

 

Hallquist said about half of the reduction in the expected output from the Sheffield project is 

also due to ISO's curtailment orders. 

 

 

http://www.vpr.net/news_detail/97331/grid-constraints-mean-less-power-output-from-wind/
http://www.vpr.net/bio/25/
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Utilities say ISO makes frequent adjustments to these orders. Robert Dostis of Green Mountain 

Power said that earlier this week ISO limited the Lowell project to 15 megawatts. But that was not a 

problem because that's all the project could generate at the time. 

 

"A little later on, the curtailment was increased to 30 megawatts. Wind speeds had increased so we 

were producing 30 megawatts so again it was a good match," he said. "We weren't losing any 

power. Then wind speed picked up more. We were still at 30 megawatts but we could have 

produced 45 megawatts. That's the point when we call ISO New England to see if we can up the 

curtailment." 

 

Dostis said ISO does sometimes make adjustments and allows the utility to produce more power. 

But Dostis said the big improvement will come by the end of 2013 when Green Mountain Power 

installs a device on the grid that will better balance the power produced with the load demand in 

the region. The device, called a synchronous condenser, will cost about $10.5 million. 

 

Hallquist of Vermont Electric Coop said the device should improve the transmission issues, but he's 

not sure it will completely solve the problem. 
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