
OAKLAND - It’s like asking a scientist 
employed by an oil company to study 
pollution in San Francisco Bay.

That was the analogy used by envi-
ronmentalists Thursday as they argued 
against hiring a wind energy consultant to 
conduct a sweeping study of bird deaths 
at the Altamont Pass windmills.

After an hour of testimony, Alameda 
County supervisors decided that Wyo-
ming-based Western EcoSystems Tech-
nology (WEST) should not be solely re-
lied on for the study that will help officials 
upgrade the aging wind farm, make it 
more efficient and less deadly for birds.

Instead, representatives of WEST will 
share the job with experts from another 
firm and a university team that it beat 
out in a competitive application process 
earlier this year.

WEST has worked in the past for several 
of the energy companies that operate 
5,400 windmills in the Altamont, the 
world’s largest wind farm. While WEST 
pledged to end any such contracts if 
awarded this job, critics said a conflict 
of interest would remain.

Altamont birds win experts 

“I think it’s ridiculous and tragic that 
there’s any debate over this,” said Richard 
Wiebe, a San Francisco lawyer who rep-
resents the environmental group Center 
for Biological Diversity. “This is not a 
perception. This is an actual conflict. No 
man can serve two masters.”

WEST Vice President Dale Strickland 
told supervisors the company had no 
financial interests that would conflict 
with the work.

“Our bias is for good science, integrity 
and honesty,” said Strickland, an ecolo-
gist whose firm is working on more than 
100 projects across the country, including 
30 related to wind energy.

Environmentalists have fought for 
modernization of the Altamont Pass 
wind turbines. The old machines - much 
smaller than their contemporary cousins 
elsewhere in the world - kill as many as 
4,700 birds per year, including golden 
eagles and red-tail hawks.

Last year, Alameda County supervisors 
approved a plan requiring companies to 
replace old windmills with new and larger 
models that would produce more power. 
The taller windmills would also soar 
above raptors’ migratory routes, perhaps 
saving some of the birds.

Part of the plan involves finding an expert 
to conduct rigorous bird death studies in 
the area. That’s the only way to know if 
the upgrades are working.

WEST bid nearly $1.5 million for the 
study and would have worked directly 
for the county. But the turbine opera-
tors would have ultimately paid for the 
work.

Even if the consultant could have done 
its work fairly, the process might have 
been undermined if the public perceived 
a conflict of interest, critics said.

WEST wasn’t the only applicant with ties 
to the Altamont turbine operators. But it 
may have the closest connections.

WEST first became involved with the 
operators in 2003, when SeaWest Wind-
Power Resources asked the consultants 
to review two research reports about the 
birds.

The Wyoming company also contracted 
with several of the wind energy providers 
to generate management plans for their 
turbines.

That, environmentalists said, creates a 
clear conflict at a time when wind energy 
has exploded and experts are keeping a 
close eye on the Altamont to see how re-
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newable energy and wildlife needs might 
be balanced.

Alameda County planners said they will 
work on forming a collaborative team for 
the study, which would include WEST 
and two other bidders: the University of 
California, Santa Cruz, and the environ-
mental consulting firm Jones & Stokes 
of Sacramento.

The cost of such a team isn’t yet known.

“The Altamont is seen as a black eye in 
the industry nationwide and worldwide” 
due to the bird deaths, said Julia Levin, 
California policy director for the National 
Audubon Society. “You (supervisors) are 
being watched for how you handle these 
issues.”


