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Attachment #11


Renewable Energy Industries & the Electric Transmission Grid as They Affect the Appalachian Trail
 The following materials are a basic outline of what is currently going on in the renewable energies fields - and other threats to the Appalachian Trail - today and how they are likely to affect the Appalachian Trail and other nearby natural resources. 

 As I see the situation at this time there are four main topics in this developing situation. Please see below.  

Note: Be it known to all that while everyone of us is thoroughly aware that climate change is one of the most important issues affecting the nation and world today, there is yet another set of issues that is also going to effect fundamental changes in both how we live our urban lives as well as how well or not the Appalachian Trail itself survives in anything like its present form. While yes we all know that the planned heavy duty transmission lines are coming to the Trail, there is a whole series of technological developments that lie behind what is coming, THE SMART GRID. With the coming of the smart grid some areas of rural and preserved portions of America's natural landscape are about to change forever, including the Appalachian Trail itself. 

1/ The current economic situation 

2/ Current developments in the renewable energies industries, primarily wind and solar, as well as natural gas, the natural gas field and the individual companies installing their projects in the field.  

3/ The Electric grid system itself, both as a system that lies behind transmitting electricity and its needs to operate efficiently.  

4/ Conservation organizations area-wide and their efforts to stop, slow and/or limit the spread of renewable energy operations in their preserved natural habitat areas of concern.  

1/ The current economic situation and related points 

While there has been a drive to install the proposed new transmission lines in a number of areas the severe limitations of our present economy have placed one main stalling factor on this drive. Specifically, with economic activities generally down there is less of a need for the extra electricity capacity that basically drove the need for the heavy duty transmission lines. Two related points, however, have also come into play here, better efficiencies than in past years in applying electricity as well as the new economics of energy in the age of carbon consciousness have alleviated the need for transmitting electricity from the Midwest. And related to the above-mentioned lack of the availability of ready funds, this lack of funding has stalled a number of renewable energy projects.  
2/ Renewable energies, mainly wind farms and solar projects, along with the most recent developments in the wind/solar energy fields, as threats to the Appalachian Trail
 

In general terms renewable energies are a fast growing field today, especially over the past two years for wind energy. For example, despite a crippling recession and tight credit market, the American wind industry grew at a blistering pace in 2009, adding 39% capacity. Note: Our nation is now close to where 2% of its electricity will come from wind turbines. While that is still a small share, it is up from virtually nothing a few years ago. And continued growth at such a pace could help the nation lower its emissions of the gases that cause global warming. Also, the capacity added in 2008 was a record as well for the industry. The American Wind Energy Association said the growth of wind power was greatly assisted by the federal stimulus package. But the group warned that growth could slow. Related to all of the above, about as much new generating capacity came from wind as from natural gas last year. Together, new wind and gas projects accounted for about 80% of all new generating capacity in the country.  

Some basic facts about wind energy generation: Wind is basically a fickle energy source; it has a tendency to be off at times and on at other times but it is on enough to be a reliable energy source to be feasible. In order to make wind work as a reliable energy source the power grid, an energy transmission system of critical value in this nation, which we will refer to later, will need to be significantly expanded in size. A bigger obstacle, according to the wind industry, is how to overcome the political impasses over building power lines, and how to find and finance, ten times more generating capacity. Again, the power grid comes into play here. Because wind is a fickle energy source there is a need for backup power generation, which would be supported by a better power grid. With a better power grid large amounts of wind energy wouldn't be wasted when wind energy is at its most intense availability. Lastly, of importance, there is currently a conflict between wind industry officials in the Midwest who wish to build more heavy duty transmission lines to reach the east coast and governors in the coastal states who wish to keep the industry home grown and build wind farms offshore and thus saving real monies that way. Point of fact, though, the two major areas for maximum wind generation in the United States is the Great Plains and the offshore areas along our coasts.  

Specifically, at this time, as far as I currently know, in terms of a real threat(s) to the Appalachian Trail, there are few actual threats from wind energy projects or solar projects as well. We do, however, already have a number of examples in the state of Pennsylvania of what wind farms can do to a landscape and to ridgelines. In one area in particular, a sizable wind farm ruins very sizable acreages in terms of visual enjoyment and fragmentation of the natural landscape. Of specific note to the Philadelphia Trail Club's section, and more specifically to that of the Appalachian Mountain Club immediately up the line from us, is the prototype installation of a wind turbine by the Blue Mountain Ski Resort. Blue Mountain installed this prototype for the purpose of exploring the possibility of more useful efficiencies from wind produced energy than traditionally-produced energy systems that were costing the facility more money than it was willing to spend. As of this time I don't have any further information on how this project has progressed. I will soon find out how things turned out.  

In spite of the current downward spiraling economy the wind energy developers are out there and we as a conservation-minded organization will most certainly hear from them some along the Trail; actually likely at many points along or near/adjacent to the Trail.  

The solar energy industry is also coming to our areas though it is not as likely to present the types of threats that wind energy farms will and can. In some areas of the country, already, there has been - and is the threat of - the installation of large scale solar panel bank plantations (I really don't know at this time what is the correct term to label these sizable installations) that can and will scar our beautiful landscapes.  

Natural gas and its demand today, as sizable portions of society shift away from the use of oil, is going to increasingly affect the survivability of our presently preserved natural areas.  

3/ The electric power grid system, why it is important and what this system means for the future of the Appalachian Trail  

Our nation's electric power grid - actually in point of fact, there are three major power grids nationwide - is what lies behind and controls how well power generating capacity is efficiently or not efficiently transmitted in this nation. Note: To date we have had a number of examples, most specifically a case in the northeastern United States within the last decade, where the system failed to do its job in a big way due to some glitches in the overall system. At this time we have a system, made up of power generating sites and transmission lines, that is just barely doing its job. Because of this situation there is a real need from the industry's viewpoint, to expand the number of transmission lines, most specifically heavy duty transmission lines. Also, another key factor in the mix is the fact that until recently power generation to the user public has been mostly a local matter; power has been generated locally and transmitted locally to a purely local marketplace. Now, however, with the established fact that our east coast power marketplace needs have grown exponentially, we really need extra power brought in from the Midwest. Thus the major reason for the threat to the Appalachian Trail and other adjacent or nearby preserved natural areas. And tied in with these new needs is another set of related developments, the coming of the new SMART GRID SYSTEM. We are all aware of how rapidly advancing technologies are changing our computer-related technologies. A very similar set of developments is coming in how the electric transmission industry will operate in the present and future. Simple facts; the Trail cannot escape technological society's needs and push at this time. We did once before at Delaware Water Gap and Bear Mountain on the Hudson. Not this time.  

4/ Conservation organizations and what they can do to stop, stall, or limit the successful spread of the now relentless renewable energy machine:  

Conservation organizations, inclusive of the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, are in a real crisis situation relative to renewable energy problems. In general, the public, state legislatures and the power generating industry are now on a real roll relative to alleviating our situation current economic situation and energy problems by successfully taping alternative energy sources (in part the need to find other viable sources from that of foreign oil, etc.). Wind energy farms can and will be around to haunt the AT for years into the future. State legislatures are now taking the easy way out to alleviate their taxation problems related to the current economy. One prime example of this situation is what Pennsylvania's legislature is now doing with the availability of the Marcellus Shale formation in the state, especially since the natural gas in the formation is so abundantly available.  

Specifically, the state's Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR), just previous to the rush to cash in on the Marcellus Shale formation took hold in the legislature and governor's office, was known for sustainable managing Pennsylvania’s state forest resources for a variety of needs; i.e., hunting, recreation and some oil/gas drilling. In fact, a law passed during the 1950s legally supported these activities. Monies accrued from energy acquisition from the drilling companies went into a conservation fund, which supported important activities in the state forests. No longer. Governor Rendell and the legislature have now cracked that fund open for the purpose of assisting in the filling of gaping holes in the state's budget. Raising taxes to do so isn't all that popular in the legislature and drilling in our state forests looks oh so easy. The long term consequences of doing this aren't even being thought of by most of the legislators. To date, most of the Marcellus shale drilling in PA has been on private land but now, with the state seeing a real windfall by selling auction rights in the state forests, we have the very real possibility of most if not all of this tremendous natural resource for the state and its citizens being despoiled, ruined for generations to come, in a similar fashion to what the lumber companies did a hundred-plus years ago when the forests were clear cut from stem to stern.  

The likelihood of our state's conservation organizations successfully standing this threat off is not at all good but we must try. 
