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OAKLAND - Alameda County supervisors on Thursday will consider new regulations requiring wind power
companies in the Altamont Pass to spend hundreds of millions of dollars to overhaul their equipment over
the next 13 years, all in the name of protecting birds.

Draft requirements set to go before the board would order a phased-in shutdown of the 5,400 windmills
now spinning in the Altamont, and their gradual replacement with new machines that scientists say are
likely to be much less lethal to birds.

“We’re attempting to strike a balance,” said Chris Gray, chief of staff to Supervisor Scott Haggerty, who
proposed guidelines seen as a compromise between wind power companies and wildlife protection groups.
“We want strong measures to protect birds, but we also want the wind power companies to be able to stay
financially viable.”

Scientists say thousands of birds each year are killed by flying into the windmills that churn in the hills
east of Livermore. These birds include between 881 and 1,300 protected raptors such as golden eagles,
hawks, falcons and owls, according to a study released last year by the California Energy Commission.

The dispute has put local officials squarely between power companies who note the Altamont is one of the
nation’s leading producers of clean, renewable wind energy and wildlife groups who believe the bird
deaths are the dark side of an operation that generates enough energy to operate 120,000 homes each
year.

The issue comes back to the board just days after the investigative arm of Congress urged federal officials
to play a larger role in regulating wind power operations to ensure attention is given to the facilities’
impacts on wildlife.

The report by the General Accounting Office singled out the problems in the Altamont, as well as
operations in West Virginia and Pennsylvania linked to the deaths of thousands of bats.

“No one is considering the impacts of wind power on a regional or ‘ecosystem’ scale — a scale that often
spans governmental jurisdictions,” the GAO report said.

Experts say the Altamont far surpasses other facilities in the number of bird deaths because the windmills
stand amid prolific raptor breeding areas and in the middle of a major migratory flyway.

Wildlife groups forced the issue into the supervisors’ hearing room by appealing the 2003 renewals of 29
permits, encompassing most of the Altamont operation. The original permits, approved by the East
County Board of Zoning Adjustments, included no bird protection measures.

The appeals asserted Altamont companies have known about hazards to birds for two decades but have
done little to alleviate a problem that cut down as many as 26,000 raptors during that time.

When new regulations were approved in concept in July, wind industry representatives said they were
concerned about proposed mandates requiring Altamont companies to spend more than $500 million over
the next 13 years.

A spokesman for the largest windmill operator in the Altamont, FPL Energy, declined to comment on what
his company’s position will be at Thursday’s hearing.

“We should wait until Thursday before we comment on specifics,” said Steve Stengel, an FPL spokesman.

Wildlife advocates who launched the appeal say the proposed regulations mark a significant step toward



protecting birds, but they don’t go far enough.

“The county permits are a gift to lawbreaking companies at Altamont that will allow them to phase in bird-
kill reduction measures that should have already been implemented,” said Jeff Miller of the Center for
Biological Diversity, one of two groups that appealed the permit renewals.


