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Vermont’s Energy Future 

 


The future of energy policy within Vermont is currently undecided. Major contracts with energy suppliers are coming to an end within ten years. This poses various challenges to Vermont in trying to decide what energy sources the state wishes to pursue. Vermont must decide what the future of its energy policy will be.  Vermont can continue to purchase and import energy from out of state or the state could begin developing in-state renewable energy sources, which would make the state less dependent on foreign energy.  Developing in-state renewable energy could create environmental and economical benefits, but challenges do present themselves in trying to develop these new markets.  The state of Vermont currently sits at a crossroads and must decide which road to take the state’s energy future along.  


Vermont receives its energy from a variety of sources. However, the two major sources of energy in Vermont come from The Vermont Yankee Nuclear Power Plant and the Hydro-Quebec Dam. Each of these sources supply approximately one-third of energy to the state of Vermont. The contracts with both companies will be ending around the year 2013. This is a significant problem for the state for the simple fact that Vermont needs energy. Currently, Vermont imports the majority of its energy and makes the state 

dependent on foreign suppliers. Also, Vermont consumers, both private and public, must suffer from extremely high electricity rates. The rates in Vermont are disproportionately high compared to other states. This not only hurts the average citizen in Vermont, but it negatively impacts business. Companies already in Vermont could be more apt to relocate out of Vermont and companies thinking about moving to Vermont could be hesitant to do so, because of the high costs for energy. 


State politicians have realized that issues such as these need to be addressed and decisions must be made as to Vermont’s energy policy. Hearings and debates are currently taking place in the hopes of gathering more information as to the direction that Vermont’s energy policy should be steered. A lot of focus is being directed at renewable energy sources within Vermont. 


Proponents of renewable energy believe that the state could benefit greatly if it supported potential power supplies such as; wind, solar, bio-mass and hydro-electricity. The Vermont Public Service Board is currently attempting to evaluate the merits of renewable energy sources for the state. The board does believe that the current situation involving the state’s energy supply is troubling and problematic. In the Vermont Public Service Board’s "Renewable Energy Portfolio Standard," for January 2004, the board states: 

"Between 2012 and 2015, more than 65 percent of Vermont’s entitlements to power supply sources are scheduled to terminate. This will require Vermont utilities to go to the market to find replacement power…the Legislature recognized that Vermont’s energy needs are broadly intertwined in larger regional 
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and international energy markets. Vermont consumers will be subjected to price risk and volatility caused by events unfolding beyond the state’s boundaries. Vermont’s utilities will need to be able to ensure their energy independence, and their flexibility to respond to and protect themselves from such risks that are not yet fully defined or completely understood (The Vermont Public Service Board, 2004, p.9)." 

 

One idea that is being debated suggests that Vermont should commit to creating and strengthening the potential renewable energy sources in Vermont. Wind power is currently receiving a lot of attention, not just among politicians, but within the public as well as one energy source for the state. In a poll of four hundred Vermonters, seventy-four percent answered that they would accept wind turbines along Vermont ridgelines. In the same poll, eighty-three percent answered that they would rather use renewable energy than non-renewables, such as oil, coal and nuclear (Vermont Renewable Energy and Efficiency Monthly, 2004). However, many critics of wind turbines in Vermont believe that they would be problematic for the aesthetics of the Green Mountain State. Critics argue that the three hundred foot wind towers would create too much of a negative impact on the views of the state. Also problematic could be the infrastructure that needs to be built to support the wind turbines. Access roads and transmission lines would need to be built, which could also damage the landscape, environment or various wildlife. Governor Douglas recently commented on wind farms being placed within state lands. The governor stated:

"I believe that Vermonters cherish the 346,000 acres that are owned by the Agency of Natural Resources because of their natural beauty…The reason for which they were acquired and maintained is to maintain the character of our state. 
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So we have to weigh that and weigh the aesthetic impact that would result from large-scale wind operations with our interest in generating additional power (Burlington Free Press, 2004, sec.B)." 

 

The governor does not support large wind farms within public land and has proposed to ban them from public land.  However this does not create too much of an impact anyway, because it is estimated that state-owned land accounts for less than one percent of the land appropriate for generating wind power (Burlington Free Press, 2004, sec.B). Despite the criticisms, there are currently five large-scale wind projects proposed within the state. Senator Jeffords recently secured two million dollars for Vermont to develop wind power. Jeffords stated that:

"Wind energy is the fastest growing sector of the electricity generation industry…Vermont is facing significant decsions in how we meet future electricity needs…These funds are helping to advance our understanding of a broader range of electricity options, including the potential for wind energy to contribute to our electric power demands (Vermont Renewable Energy and Efficiency Monthly, 2004)." 

Along with wind turbines, another significant area for potential renewable power may be found along the Connecticut River. The state of Vermont currently has the opportunity to purchase six hydro-electric dams along the Connecticut River. In addition to those dams, Vermont could purchase two more along the nearby Deerfield River. Some estimates state that the eight dams could produce approximately half of Vermont’s energy needs. Other estimates believe the dams could only produce approximately ten 
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percent of the state’s electricity. Unfortunately, the state appears hesitant to purchase the dams, due to costs of such an endeavor. 


While wind farms and Connecticut River dams are the two issues receiving most of the state’s attention, other renewable energy possibilities could be beneficial as well. While Vermont does not enjoy the same amount of sunshine as some other states, solar power could still contribute to the state’s energy supply. Large solar farms are most likely impracticable for the state. However, Vermont could develop partnerships with private businesses or landowners and build solar panels on the tops of buildings, water towers, barns, antennas, etc. Similarly, Vermont could seek to develop methane-burning power plants with large farming operations or garbage dumps.  

“…the real promise of fuel farming remains largely untapped.  New industrial biotechnology processes are revolutionizing…waste products to energy.  By intensifying the nation’s commitment to this emerging industry…the United States can reduce oil consumption and carbon dioxide emissions while stimulating economic growth in rural areas…(Wirth, Gray, & Podesta, 2003, p.146).”

Another option would be for Vermont to support individuals or municipalities undertake these projects. If a town could produce its own energy from renewable sources, it would help to alleviate some of the demand on the state’s power grid. These may not be as significant as the Connecticut River dams project or the wind farms, but it could still help steer Vermont towards energy independence. 


Producing in-state renewable energy would not only allow Vermont to be less reliant on outside sources of our energy; it would also be environmentally responsible. 
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“Globally, fossil fuel production and use accounts for nearly 60 percent of the emissions that are causing the earth’s atmospheric greenhouse to trap more heat.  In the United States, the number is 85 percent (Wirth, Gray & Podesta, 2003, p.136).”  The Vermont Public Service Board concludes that renewable have multiple benefits, some of which are that "…They typically emit little or no air pollution (The Vermont Public Service Board, 2004, p.11)." Most renewables are cleaner than non-renewable, fossil-fuel burning energy sources, such as oil, coal and gas. This issue is evident in the recently published "Dirty Air, Dirty Power," report that highlights the negative effects Vermont suffers from Midwest coal burning power plants. Environmental and health issues are both negatively impacted by the use of non-renewables. Environmental problems such as global warming not only pose environmental dangers; they also threaten the public health. Vermont has historically been a front-runner in issues concerning the environment. Whether the issue was banning billboards, starting Green-Up Day, or more recently, devising a Lake Champlain clean-up plan, Vermont tends to be environmentally conscious.  After all, Vermont was the first place to use a modern wind turbine.  Vermont also had the first wind farm East of the Mississippi, located in Searsburg, Vermont.  To continue this role, as an environmental leader, Vermont should endorse in-state renewables, because they have less of an impact on the environment that Vermont cherishes.


A self-sufficient and environmentally friendly state, such as what could occur if Vermont developed these in-state renewable energy sources, could also benefit economically. New economic development could be spurred by investing in this type of 
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energy policy. Obviously, companies would favor lower electrical rates. Businesses already in Vermont, such as IBM, the state’s largest employer, might be more inclined to stay here. Likewise, new businesses looking to move might be attracted to Vermont, because of lower rates.


 
The state of Vermont must realize that the long-term benefits could far outweigh the immediate costs of this project. The situation is similar to the differences between paying rent versus paying a mortgage. Renters pay another party for the use of something that isn’t even their own and are left without any assets of their own. Paying a mortgage allows someone to invest their money back into their own possession. Vermont is currently a renter of energy. However, Vermont could invest its money and develop in-state energy sources, which could eventually pay for themselves. The up-front costs of developing renewable energy sources would be significant, but Vermont would be free from the foreign strings that currently control Vermont’s energy supply. "Vermonters can only benefit from cost-effective strategies that will provide insulation from volatility in a regional energy market…The judicious use of renewable resources is one of the ways that this independence can be realized (The Vermont Public Service Board, 2004, p.11)."  In Vermont, electricity prices are expected to continue to rise in every sector: residential, commercial and industrial (The Vermont Public Service Board, 2004, Vol.2, Appendix F, p.33).  “In 1990, Vermont’s residential electric rates were about 15 percent higher than the U.S. average, commercial rates were 20 percent higher, and industrial rates were 35 percent higher than the U.S. average.  In 2004, that disparity has ballooned to about 50 
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percent in all three cases (Reidel, 2004, p.1).”  Unfortunately, with the current situation that Vermont is in, there is not much the state can do, but continue to accept high prices for energy.  Vermont is currently dependent on imported energy and at the mercy of out of state interests.  

As it stands right now, Vermont’s energy policy is not truly an energy policy for Vermont. The current energy policy is a plan that involves Vermont, but it relies heavily on out of state sources. This could all change, whereby Vermont could produce its own energy, thus keeping state dollars within the state. In-state renewable energy would be a long-term investment that would continue to benefit the state long after the initial costs were paid.  Currently, The Vermont Public Service Board estimates that Vermont spends over one billion dollars for imported energy.  If Vermont developed in-state energy sources this money could be kept within the state.  It seems that in the long-run Vermont would benefit financially from developing its energy market.  All of the money being spent on energy would be able to stay within Vermont and be invested back into Vermont companies.  Multiple industries would benefit from in-state energy production.  From construction workers to computer technicians, the jobs that would be created and supported by in-state energy production are vast.  The Vermont Public Service Board states: 

“Committing to long term purchases from Vermont located wind, forest wood, agricultural waste (e.g., manure) methane, land fill gas, and low impact hydropower expansion will spend dollars in Vermont for the construction, maintenance, and operation of these facilities, for taxes paid on the property value of the facilities and on the income generated by these facilities, and, in the case of 
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wood, and agriculture waste either reduce disposal costs (e.g., reduce manure handling costs or reduce wood waste disposal costs) or provide income for fuel suppliers.  The tax payments and indirect expenditures support employment in Vermont as well (The Vermont Public Service Board, 2004, Vol.2, Appendix C, p.3).”  

The vast amount of direct and indirect economic effects of having in-state energy production could benefit Vermont on multiple levels.  The Vermont Public Service Board estimates that if Vermont could produce just ten percent of its total energy use, the state could add over two percent to the gross state product (The Vermont Public Service Board, 2004, Vol.2, Appendix A).  The long-term savings from developing in-state energy sources would strengthen the Vermont economy and provide the state with new revenue, which could be used for other state needs.  Vermont needs to begin investing in itself, rather than paying others for services that Vermont could be performing. 


Vermont must find the proper balance between developing its renewable energy sources and continuing to support the Green Mountain State image.  Some Vermonters are worried that wind turbines will damage the state image and reduce the aesthetics of Vermont’s landscape.  A large portion of Vermont’s economy does come from tourism.  Throughout the year, people flock to Vermont for its unique and simple beauty.  Vermont’s landscape is a rarity, thanks in part to its preservation of its rolling mountains.  Our mountains are unique in large part because they have remained undeveloped.  People enjoy these undeveloped views.  In many places, areas such as these have been destroyed, only to be replaced by growth and development.  Vermont’s beauty is unique and truly special, however, there must be room for renewable energy within the state.  The same 

9

beautiful landscape and aesthetic views are under attack from environmental damages caused by the use of non-renewable energy.  Acid rain, global warming, mercury and phosphorus levels are all issues that Vermont is suffering due to the use of non-renewable energy rather than cleaner renewable energy.  In Vermont, the balance must be met between providing clean energy and retaining the state’s natural beauty.  


Vermont must diversify its energy sources and begin developing in-state renewable energy.  In-state renewable energy has the potential to benefit Vermont financially and environmentally.  While most of the benefits from developing these new sources would not be seen immediately, the long-term benefits of in-state energy production appear greater than the continued dependence on out of state energy imports. Over the long run, the economic benefits are numerous and have the potential to serve the state long into the future.  The environmental benefits of producing cleaner renewable energy would contribute to bettering the region and the Earth as a whole.  Developing in-state renewable energy would not only contribute to Vermont’s overall well-being, it would also serve to help the environment overall and possibly ignite more widespread change.  As the authors of “Foreign Affairs” state, “…energy policy and environmental policy are inextricably intertwined…(Wirth, Gray, & Podesta, 2003, p.135).”  Change can often start small.  Within time, change begins to be accepted and begins to spread.  Vermont has the chance to enact change and begin supporting renewable in-state energy.  By adopting these new sources of energy, Vermont could continue to serve as an environmental leader.  Developing these new programs would serve the financial 
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interests of Vermont as well as support good environmental stewardship.  “…Americans must make new energy choices that reduce their contribution to global emissions and help lead the rest of the world toward an environmentally sound future (Wirth, Gray, & Podesta, 2003, p.135).”  Currently, in crafting Vermont’s future energy plan, the state has the opportunity to do exactly as the above statement advocates; “…and help lead the rest of the world toward an environmentally sound future (Wirth, Gray, & Podesta, 2003, p.135).”  


This type of change will definitely require a strong commitment from Vermont.  Vermont will need to understand that change takes time to work and results might not come fast.  Transforming traditional systems will undoubtedly be challenging and proponents of change will assuredly encounter criticism from traditionalists who support the old system.  Energy policy is a vast and complicated structure that will not be easily changed.  The problems that occur will not be immediately solved.  This is why Vermont must remain committed to wanting change.  Energy policy involves many players from various sectors, both public and private.  Partnerships will need to be made and maintained, in order for change to be successful.  Partnerships will help to smooth and speed the transition towards a new in-state renewable energy plan (Wirth, Boyden, & Podesta, 2003, p.143).  

Better partnerships will assuredly be part of the solution for the state of Vermont.  These partnerships will need to be with new and creative groups that can steer Vermont 
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towards becoming an independent renewable energy state.  Vermont and its partners will need to be daring and take a certain amount of risks in developing these new energy industries.  “And because the transformation will be so large, there must be a commitment to an energy future that looks very different from the system of today (Wirth, Gary, & Podesta, 2003, p.142).”  Benefits and rewards do not come free; they are gained by accepting a certain amount of risk and taking it.  On multiple levels, the rewards for Vermont developing in-state renewable energy have the potential to be great.  However, Vermont as a whole, such as the state leadership and the general public, must adopt the idea of new energy initiatives and be committed to their success.  


The future of energy production is here and awaiting acceptance.  The technology and innovation exist to transform Vermont’s energy supply.  The resources exist.  While no single source would be sufficient to supply Vermont, taken together as a whole, Vermont has the in-state renewable energy sources it needs.  Estimates of how much the renewable energy would contribute to the state’s total energy use vary.  Whether or not the estimates are high or low, even some change would be beneficial.  As mentioned earlier, The Vermont Public Service Board estimates that if Vermont could produce just ten percent of its total energy use, the state could add over two percent to the gross state product (The Vermont Public Service Board, 2004, Vol.2, Appendix A).  Currently, it is estimated that using the Connecticut River dams would contribute approximately ten percent to Vermont’s electricity and ten percent appears to be the conservative estimate.  
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Combine the dams with other renewable energy projects, such as wind farms, solar paneling, methane plants, etc. and Vermont can become a self-sufficient, renewable energy producing, state.  

The future of energy policy will eventually have to rely less on traditional sources, as fossil fuels will be depleted.  Change will need to be made.  Vermont has the opportunity to initiate change right now.  If the state decides to postpone and continues to rely on out of state energy, then Vermont would be simply ignoring the problem.  The cycle of dependence does little more than leave Vermont vulnerable.  The in-state resources exist that would allow Vermont to break free from its current dependency.  This would allow The Green Mountain State to truly become green in respect to energy production.  Diverting from the old ways will always be difficult; however, Vermont can succeed if it sincerely commits to wanting change.  

Commitment will be one of Vermont’s biggest hurdles in trying to change its energy policy.  People tend to resist change, because they get comfortable with the current ways.  Vermont knows and is familiar with the current energy policy.  Adopting and developing a new energy policy would be uncharted waters for Vermont.  The exploration towards a new energy policy would force Vermont to leave its comfort zone and learn a whole new structure.  Vermont must truly be committed in order to endure the difficulties of change.   So, as Vermont sits at its crossroads, trying to decide which path is best to take, Vermont has the choice to travel via a SUV that the state will never be able to pay off or Vermont can travel via an economically and environmentally smart hybrid that will pay for itself.   
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