
13-year timetable set to reduce and
replace Altamont windmills

OAKLAND - Each of the 5,400
windmills that churn in the Altamont
hills east of Livermore will be torn
down over the next 13 years, Alameda
County supervisors decided Thursday.

The wind-energy operations will have
to convert to newer, larger windmills
that probably are safer for birds of
prey, hundreds of which the machines
kill every year.

The supervisors required a phased-in
overhaul of Altamont wind farms, at
an estimated cost of more than $540
million, to protect the raptors and thou-
sands of other birds killed flying into
the fast-spinning windmills. Four su-
pervisors voted for the plan; Gail
Steele abstained.

The move will force Altamont com-
panies to convert to more efficient
technologies that will allow power
companies to maintain production
with as much as 90 percent fewer
windmills in the Altamont.

The reduction, coupled with a new
design that puts the windmills above
the flight paths of most birds that
traverse the Altamont, -- offers new
hope for migratory birds and raptors.

The phased approach will allow wind-
power companies to amortize costs
that might have financially imperiled
them, said Supervisor Scott Haggerty,
who proposed the plan.

"It will be expensive," Haggerty said.
"But it will result in a huge reduction
in avian mortalities, make the indus-
try more efficient, create more power
and provide many jobs."

Wind-power industry representatives
applauded the decision. They had
fought a plan favored by wildlife
groups and the office of Attorney
General Bill Lockyer that would have
imposed stringent measures on a
faster timetable.

"It was a good decision," said James
Walker, vice chairman of Enxco, one
of the Altamont's largest wind-power
producers. "It will allow us to show
our commitment to reducing the bird
kills."

Walker said his company would have
to spend $120 million over the next
decade to meet the requirements.

The Altamont is one of the nation's
leading producers of wind power, gen-
erating enough annually for 120,000
homes. It is seen as a vital resource
as the power industry attempts to
meet growing mandates to increase

the availability of clean, renewable
energy over the next decade.

But a darker side of wind energy has
emerged since windmills began to rise
from the Altamont's rolling hills in
1981. A report last year estimated that
the windmills kill thousands of birds
each year, including between 881 and
1,300 raptors, such as golden eagles,
hawks, falcons and owls.

Experts say the Altamont far sur-
passes other wind-power 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 ap-
pealing the 2003 renewals of dozens
of wind-power permits that had no bird
protection measures.

The appeals asserted Altamont com-
panies have known about hazards to
birds for two decades and done little
to alleviate a problem that cut down
as many as 26,000 raptors in that time.

The measures adopted Thursday will
be incorporated into the use permits,
which will come back to the supervi-
sors for a 13-year renewal in Septem-
ber.
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Groups leading the charge for bird
protections expressed disappointment.
They had sought total winter shut-
downs of windmills, a move supported
by Lockyer's office. Haggerty's plan
calls for phasing in winter shutdowns
over five years.

Jeff Miller, wildlands coordinator for
the Center for Biological Diversity,
said he found satisfaction in seeing the
first bird-protection measures ever
imposed on the windmill operations.

Miller said he hopes that the long-term
conversion to new-generation wind-
mills will drastically reduce the num-
ber of bird deaths. "There's a lot to
feel good about."

"It's a lot better than the pat on the
back the county zoning board sent
them off with before we challenged
these permits."

Haggerty's plan calls for the immedi-
ate formation of a scientific review
committee to consider the bird kills,
using data supplied by a monitoring
program that will be funded by the
wind-power industry.

The industry also will fund an impact
report over the next three years that
will map the long-term program for
reducing the bird mortality problem.

Miller's group had sought $6.5 million
in immediate mitigation funds, a fig-
ure it based on last year's profits for
Altamont wind companies and the
costs of not implementing protection
measures during the 18-month long
permit appeals that culminated Thurs-
day.

Haggerty said his program will help
Altamont companies attain a 50 per-
cent decrease in bird deaths over the
next five years. Wildlife groups cited

last year's state study, which sug-
gested more measures were needed
to reach the 50 percent mark.

Thursday's vote came just hours af-
ter Lockyer's office distributed a
sharply worded letter asserting that
the industry's bird-safety program fell
short of what was required. The wind-
mill operators should be required to
cut bird kills by 85 percent over the
next six years, a deputy attorney gen-
eral says in the letter.

State and local law enforcement
agencies have taken interest in the
Altamont issue because the deaths of
eagles and other protected species
technically violate criminal laws for
wildlife protection.

"The ongoing harm to protected birds
species at the (Altamont wind farms)
is serious and unacceptable," said the
letter from Sara Russell, a senior
deputy attorney general.


