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   A pair of environmental groups
are trying to get Rep. Richard
Pombo, R-Tracy, kicked off the
House Resources Committee for
lobbying to relax guidelines on wind
farms without disclosing his parents’
financial stake in the Altamont Pass
Wind Resource Area.
   Meanwhile, a representative with
Pombo’s Committee Office
claimed that the guidelines in
question don’t apply to Altamont.
Therefore, said Brian Kennedy,
press secretary with the House
Resources Committee, Pombo was
under no obligation to disclose his
family’s land holdings in the area.
   Last week, Californians for
Renewable Energy and Golden
Gate Audubon Society sent a
complaint to the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, the Environmental
Protection Agency and seven
members of Congress. The letter
went to Representatives from both
major parties, including two
prominent Bay Area Democrats
known for their standing among
environmentalists: George Miller, D-
Richmond, and House Minority
Leader Nancy Pelosi, D-San
Francisco.
   The letter states that CARE and
GGAS request that these people
file an official complaint against

   Pombo “for violations of the
House ethics rules by exerting illegal
influence over officials of the U.S.
Department of the Interior U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, last year
to suspend environmental guidelines
opposed by the wind-power
industry without disclosing that
Pombo’s family had a substantial
financial stake in wind energy.”
   At issue was a lobbying effort by
Pombo last year to get the Fish and
Wildlife Service to relax guidelines
for protecting birds of prey on wind
farms. Pombo aides sent a letter to
Interior Secretary Gale Norton on
Oct. 4. The letter, to which
Pombo’s name was signed, stated,
“I am troubled about the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service’s July 2003
‘Interim Guidance on Avoiding and
Minimizing Wildlife Impacts from
Wind Turbines,’” and concluded, “I
stand ready to work with you on
correcting this situation.”
   On Oct. 8, Pombo lobbied Fish
and Wildlife Service officials during
a meeting of the House Resources
Committee, which he chairs.
   In neither case did he disclose
that his parents, Ralph and Onita
Pombo, own land in the Altamont
Pass. The elder Pombos hold 305
acres that have been leased to wind
farms for the past 17 years as a
small part of the 73-square-mile
Altamont Pass Wind Resource

Area. In 2001, the most recent year
for which figures are available, the
Pombos made $125,000 in
royalties.
   Altamont Pass has long been
controversial because it lies in a
major migratory route for birds of
prey. Scientists have estimated the
area’s more than 5,000 windmills
kill hundreds or thousands of birds
per year, including dozens of
endangered golden eagles.
    “We’re concerned about the fact
that they’re killing so many birds in
the Altamont Pass,” said Mike
Boyd, chairman of the board at
CARE. “It gives a black eye to
renewable power.”
   The letter asks that these groups
seek to essentially end Pombo’s
role as an influential architect of
U.S. environmental policy:
   “The relief we seek is that the
Congressman be removed as a
member of the House Resources
Committee and be censured by the
House.”
   Kennedy replied that the
guidelines in question had to do with
new wind farms, not existing ones
such as Altamont. He added that
the letter that went to Secretary
Norton was one of hundreds that
the Resources Committee sends out
on various matters each month.
   “To assert that this letter could or
would have lined the pockets of the



chairman’s family is so much of a
stretch as to be absurd,” Kennedy
said.
   The real issue, Kennedy claimed,
was that the interim guidelines were
being enforced as actual law,
without having gone through a
proper legislative review process.
If the guidelines were relaxed, he
said, the likely effect would be to
create more wind farms, not to
increase revenues at existing ones.
   Kennedy did acknowledge that
the chairman’s office could have
saved itself some headaches by
acknowledging the family’s
Altamont holdings. However,
Kennedy said that Pombo’s critics
can often create the appearance of
conflicts of interest where none
exist.
   “He comes from a big Portuguese
family with interests in ranching,
farming and real estate,” Kennedy
said. “If he had to refrain from
voting on anything that might have
to do with the business of some
cousin or uncle, he’d never get
anything done.”
   Jeff Miller, a spokesman for the
Center for Biological Diversity, said
that the guidelines in question are
nonbinding — but that they
absolutely apply to Altamont.
Alameda County must periodically
renew the permits of existing wind
farms, Miller noted.
   The Fish and Wildlife guidelines
went into effect in June 2003. Miller
said the county is required to use
the best available standards when
renewing the wind farm permits, but
charged it ignored the guidelines
when renewing the Altamont
permits in November 2003 and
January 2004.

The center then filed suit, challenging
the new permits on the grounds
Altamont violated the Bald Eagle
Protection Act by ignoring the
guidelines.
   Miller said his group had been
working with the Fish and Wildlife
Service to lessen the bird kill at the
site when the agency suddenly
dropped out shortly after Pombo’s
lobbying efforts last October.
   “After Pombo’s office interfered,
Fish and Wildlife essentially
dropped out of the process,” Miller
said. “They stopped commenting
and stopped coming to meetings.
It definitely had a chilling effect.”


