Wood They? 
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Danforth, ME -  You may recall that in previous articles written in earlier years I discussed some of the local issues occupying the Maine political landscape.  One dispute involved the construction of wind farms to supply electrical power; another controversy was centered around a proposal by Seattle-based Plum Creek Corporation to build 975 luxury homes, and two large resorts on land near Moose Lake (about 150 miles west of here) in return for a promise to protect 430,000 acres from further development.
Well, both issues are still very much in the news.  One new large wind farm containing about 75 wind turbines has been erected on Deadman Ridge (I did not make up that name) just west of Route 1 about 10 miles from Maine’s eastern border with New Brunswick.  The windmills are in place, but there is a hold on putting them into operation while various environmental groups file last-ditch legal briefs to keep them from turning.  

The Plum Creek battle has been more dramatic.  Earlier this week a protester from Maine Earth First! was suspended 35 feet in the air on a wooden tripod contraption outside the Land Use Regulation Commission in Augusta (Maine’s capital).  She and her dozen fellow protesters argued that the proposed development would bring about “the destruction of the largest undeveloped area east of the Mississippi.”  The counter arguments to Maine Earth First! appear almost daily in Letters to the Editor in Maine’s largest dailies, such as the Bangor Daily News.  These writers argue that the planned development is not only environmentally responsible, but will bring economic salvation to the very areas of the state which are economically depressed.  The Land Use Commission decision is expected by the end of the year (although the same was promised last year).
The latest political controversy concerns wood.   At first glance, Maine would appear to have a virtually endless supply of this commodity.  The entire northern 2/3 of the state is covered in dense forest.  With the price of oil having recently hit $4.00/gallon, Governor John Balducci created a committee, the Wood to Energy Task Force, to study the potential for reducing Maine’s dependence on oil for heat.  Much of Maine, like many of its northeastern neighbors, uses oil for home and business heating.  The idea was to examine how to reduce this usage by burning wood instead of oil.  
One school district representative presented estimates that by converting one local high school from oil to a “modern, high-efficiency wood boiler” 80,000 gallons of oil would not be used, saving taxpayers hundreds of thousands of dollars.  In view of the tight budget situation, the only other option would be to reduce teaching positions. The punchline in his argument was particularly catchy, “We are literally tossing our teachers into the boilers.”  Other supporters argued that using wood pellets for heat would support the local forestry industry and promote economic growth.
But there is equally intense opposition.   The Maine Paper and Pulp Association, for example, opposes the measure for the stated reason that wood supplies would soon become short, possibly driving them out of business.   And, obviously, the Maine Oil Dealers Association is against the idea (duh!).  Some environmentalists also opposed increased use of wood due to increased amount of soot going into the atmosphere.
The good news in all of this is that Maine at least has some solid options.  It has remote regions with excellent hills to capture wind.  It has massive amounts of wilderness to support well-planned development.  It has hundreds of thousand of acres of forests to be farmed (and replanted) for wood energy.  No matter what the decision of the various state commissions studying these matters, many Maine residents are far ahead in the decision process and are already switching to wood pellet heat.  In view of the glacial pace of state commissions on other topics, that is probably a smart move.
I thought you might like to know.
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