January 25, 2009

The Wind Turbine Debate

Like many of you, when I first heard of Toronto Hydro’s plans to place an anemometer (a wind measuring device) and then possibly 60+ wind turbines about two kilometers off the Scarborough Bluffs, I was neutral about the idea. Like you, I also love this area because of its natural beauty - its parks, forests, bluffs, and waterfront. We cohabitate peacefully with our wildlife, tend our gardens, practice “reducing, reusing and recycling” in our homes and during our annual garage sale, and care about the environmental future of our world.
Though I had been following the ongoing debate over wind power in the media, it was not until I learned what happened at the first “community information” meeting at Laurier that I began to feel the need to delve more deeply into this issue.  
Why had so many people from outside Guildwood been bused in to stack the meeting with supporters? Why did these individuals hog the microphones while Guildwood residents and even our Councillor had to wait two hours to be able to speak or ask questions? Why have accusatory letters since appeared in local newspapers insulting Guildwood residents by downplaying legitimate questions and concerns as “NIMBYism” (not in my backyard), implying that we do not care about the environment if we have concerns about wind turbines close to our shores.  Why has Toronto Hydro apparently ignored the report commissioned by the Ontario Power Authority, prepared by Helimax in April, 2008, that states that wind speeds off our shores are already known, and are apparently not suitable for wind turbines since our location is not included in the suitable sites recommended by Helimax?  
The Helimax report is useful in understanding several other reasons why locating wind turbines 2 km off Guildwood’s shores may not be a good idea.  Visual impact two kilometers offshore is considered a “less favorable” location. The Helimax reports states “The visual characteristics of the Great Lakes, or lakescape, are important resources for many reasons. They are crucial elements for Ontarians’ sense of identity and culture. They also have economic value in that they attract visitors and contribute to an attractive quality of life for communities established along the shores”.  Population density is another “unfavorable” factor. Important bird areas another. Read the Helimax report yourselves at: http://www.waterkeeper.ca/documents/2008-11-Helimax2008.pdf
So why is Hydro downplaying these and other concerns, including population health issues, and forging ahead with plans to locate an anemometer off the Scarborough Bluffs near such a populated urban area?  Dr. Ian Gemmill, Medical Officer of Health in Kingston and the public health department there is approaching government to do more research into the long term health effects of wind turbines placed near populated areas, since not much is known about this now.  It does raise the question of whether or not Toronto Public Health will do the same prior to possible placement of an anemometer since the health of the population should be the first consideration, not whether or not wind speeds are sufficient. 

Cost/benefit is another important consideration.  Just how costly would this be, and how much of a benefit would it provide?  It has been suggested as an alternative that the cost is likely high enough that placing solar collectors on peoples’ roofs with subsidies provided by Toronto Hydro may put us further ahead.

This and other questions were significant enough that I began to wonder what exactly is driving Toronto Hydro’s agenda?  Who will benefit from this, and how will they benefit?  
Many of these questions were asked of Toronto Hydro representatives at the second “community information” meeting. Though the representatives said they wanted to answer our questions, it seemed more often they did not, citing “commercial” reasons, or that they did not have enough information.  Many of those who attended the second Laurier meeting felt that vital questions had not been answered.
Clearly the wind energy industry will benefit – 60+ turbines would mean a lot of money for that industry.  Furthermore, I learned in doing some research that in many areas of the world this industry is heavily subsidized and receives considerable tax breaks in installing wind turbines.  Would that be the case here?  Some parts of the world have opted not to go with wind energy because they consider it to be too “intermittent”, requiring too much reliance on existing power sources like nuclear and coal fired plants to keep the turbines turning when there is no wind.  

In some instances ice and other debris clogs the turbines and that requires expensive maintenance.  Apparently radio communications can be disrupted. But perhaps most surprisingly, I have learned that the former Chair of the Wind Energy Association (the lobbying arm of the industry) is also Toronto Hydro’s Director of Strategic Issues.  How objective is Toronto Hydro prepared to be when they have a member of the lobbying association of the wind energy industry handling what is becoming a very divisive issue?

The information is out there, both for and against. At first glance it appears that those who oppose wind energy being located close to built up areas are individuals, consultants like Helimax, scientists who are independent of the wind energy industry and independent journalists. Those who support wind energy tend to be those who stand to make millions paid for by taxpayers if projects like this one go ahead, unionized workers who will be able to maintain jobs in the wind industry, and environmentalists who believe that any “green” energy, irrespective of impact on local communities and nature is good energy. 
I urge you to educate yourself about this issue and, if you are a current member of the GVCA, send us your thoughts to [insert email address] by March 1st. Your feedback will assist the GVCA Executive in formulating a position on this important issue. For your sake and the sake of our community, please take the time do this.
Web sites that are pro commercial/industrial wind energy development:

Toronto Environmental Alliance – www.torontoenvironment.org
Canadian Wind Energy Association – www.canwea.ca
Ontario Sustainable Energy Association – www.ontario-sea.org
The Pembina Institute – www.pembina.org
David Suzuki Foundation – www.davidsuzuki.org
World Wildlife Fund-Canada – www.wwf.org
Web sites that are against commercial/industrial wind energy development:

Save The Toronto Bluffs – www.savethetorontobluffs.com
Industrial Wind Action Group - www.windaction.org
American Wind Energy Opposition - www.aweo.org
The Problem with Wind - www.aweo.org/ProblemWithWind.html
Country Guardian UK - www.countryguardian.net/
Wind Turbine Syndrome - www.windturbinesyndrome.com/
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