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Alameda County Votes For Bird-Safe Windmills
(BCN) The Alameda County Board of Supervisors voted 4-1 today to approve new regulations that will require wind
power companies in the Altamont Pass to spend millions of dollars to make their equipment safer for birds.Board
members, bird lovers and wind power industry officials spent three-and-a-half hours discussing the controversial subject
today.The issue pits the producers of clean, renewable wind energy against wildlife groups who say windmills have
killed as many as 26,000 raptors in the Altamont Pass area over the last 20 years.The new conditions call for a phased-in
shutdown over the next 13 years of the 5,600 windmills now operating in the Altamont Pass and their gradual
replacement with new machines that would be less lethal to birds.Supervisor Scott Haggerty, who represents the area,
said the new conditions are “creative and meaningful,” but admitted that “neither side is happy” with the compromise
that was reached.Haggerty said, “We’ve come up with a fair place to start in our effort to have clean renewable energy
and reduce avian mortality.”Supervisor Gail Steele cast the lone vote against the new regulations, stating that she
doesn’t think they go far enough in trying to reduce bird deaths as quickly as possible.”We have to move faster,” Steele
said. “The wind will be there, but the golden eagles will not.”Bird lovers say a study sponsored by the California Energy
Commission shows that turbines in the Altamont Pass kill between 1,766 and 4,721 birds a year, including raptors such
as golden eagles, hawks, falcons and owls.But wind industry officials say the mandates could force them to spend more
than $500 million over the next 13 years.Nicki Carlsen, a lawyer for the wind power industry, told the board that the
tougher conditions “will be a challenge” for the industry to meet and still be profitable enough to stay in business.Steve
Stengel, a spokesman for Florida-based FPL Energy, the largest windmill operator in the Altamont, said operators face a
double whammy because they must spend a lot of money to replace their machines and will also lose revenue because
of windmills that are taken offline.Jeff Miller of the Center for Biological Diversity said the new conditions are an
improvement over the original permits approved by the county, as those required no reduction in bird kills.But Miller
said they don’t go far enough to implement immediate effective mitigation and offsite habitat protection as
compensation for bird kills.Using a baseball analogy, Miller said of the board, “We needed them to hit a home run but
instead they hit a bloop single.”Supervisor Nate Miley and other board members said they hope the conditions are
strong enough to avoid litigation being threatened by the Center for Biological Diversity and other groups.Supervisor
Alice Lai-Bitker said, “It’s to everyone’s benefit to avoid a lawsuit. We all have a common goal of having wind power
and avoiding bird kills.”Opponents have 30 days to bring a lawsuit against the county.Miller was non-committal about
whether his group will sue.”We’ll consult with our attorney and see,” he said.The East County Board of Zoning
Adjustments granted permit renewals for windmill operators in 2003, but wildlife groups appeals and forced the Board
of Supervisors to reconsider the issue.


