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A Columbia River Gorge tim
ber company's plan to build a 
75-megawatt wind project on 
1,150 acres of· its logged-over 
timberland is running into stiff 
headwinds. 

Bingen-based SDS Lumber 
Co. wants 
to erect 50 
wind tur
bines on a 
high ridge 
to take ad
vantage 
of gusty 
winds in 

Only in The Columbian t~e Col1;1m-
print edition bia River 

· Gorge. 
"These are the same winds 

that draw windsurfers from 
around the world to windswept 
reaches of the Columbia near 
Hood River," the company says in 
its application for a state permit. 

SDS Lumber is also explor
ing the option of eventually add
ing another 30-plus turbines on 
leased state forest land to the 
north in Klickitat County. 
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But the project has incited 
concerns about whether the 
426-foot turbines. - from base 
to blade tip, each as high as a · 
40-story building - would be 
compatible with the protection 
of the gorge's spectacular vistas. 
Though the turbines would run 
along a north-south ridgeline 
beginning just outside the north 
boundary of the Columbia River 
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Gorge National Scenic Area, the 
southernmost towers would be 
visible from several viewpoints 
inside the scenic area. 

"The National Scenic Area is a 
nationally known and protected 
landscape of high quality and 
high sensitivity," observed Dan 
Harkenrider, the Forest Service 

scenic area manager, in a recent 
letter to the state agency that 
will decide whether to permit 
the project. He warned of "the 
risk of significant impacts to 
protected scenic resources if the 
proposed energy project is built 
as currently planned." 

To protect gorge views, Har
kenrider recommended that the 
state Energy Facility Site Evalu
ation Council consider eliminat
ing the most visible turbines 
from the project. 

His comments prompted a 
letter last week from U.S. Rep. 
Brian Baird to Northwest Re
gional Forester Mary Wagner 
admonishing Harkenrider for 
comments that "could have detri
mental impacts on the project." 

Baird said Harkenrider was 
out of line for suggesting that 
some of the turbine sites be elim
inated to protect key viewpoints 
in the scenic area. He said Har
kenrider has no authority over 
what happens outside the scenic 
area boundary. 

SDS President Jasori Spadaro 
also takes issue with Harken
rider's standing to weigh in on 
the issue. 

The act that established the 
scenic area "was very clear that 
there would be no buffer outside 
the boundary," he said. "Where 
do you draw that line? We don't 
believe he has the authority to 
make that statement." 

Harkenrider defended his let
ter to the state agency. 

"I'm not asserting any author
ity, but we suggested strongly 
that they look at the scenic im
pacts inside the scenic area," he 
said. "I absolutely believe it's my 
responsibility to do that. What 
they decide to do is up to them." 

The Forest Service's own 
analysis shows several of the 
turbines would be visible from a 
number of key viewpoints in the 
scenic area, including Highway 
141 and Cook-Underwood Road 
in Washington and several sites 
in Oregon, including both east
bound and westbound lanes of 

,, Interstate 84, two state parks, 
and the Historic Columbia River 
Highway. 

Harkenrider also questioned 

the methodology SDS · used in 
its own computer simulations, 
which indicate that the tops of 
the turbines will be visible from 
only a few places in the gorge. 

The SDS simulations "did not 
disclose the height used for the 
turbines or whether the soft
ware placed and sized the tur
bines or whether this was done 
in PhotoShop or as an art proj
ect," he said, and they also failed 
to show how night lighting of the 
turbines would affect the scenic 
area. 
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New wind turbines rise at Windy 
Point near Goldendale. 

The environmental group 
Friends of the Columbia Gorge 
also defends Harkenrider's right 
to raise concerns about the im
pact of wind towers on the sce
nic area. 

"The National Scenic Area 
doesn't authorize buffers, but 
state law can require them," said 
Michael' Lang, the group's con
servation director. For example, 
he said, Oregon's Wasco County 
has imposed buffers outside the 
scenic area boundaries where 
development is regulated. 

Wind and wineries 
The Forest Service is not 

alone in raising concerns about 
how the turbines would affect 
scenic views. 

The Skamania County Agri-
Tourisrri Association, a newly 
formed coalition of 12 wineries 
and farms in Underwood, has 
called on SDS to drop the seven 
southern-most towers, known 
as the "A Towers," to preserve 
the bucolic setting of the Under
wood area, immediately south-

east of the ridge where the tur
bines would rise. 

"The A Towers would loom 
over one of the country's pre
mier winemaking regions and 
the most valuable agri-tourism 
land in Skamania County," John 
Crumpacker, an association 
board member, testified at a 
May 7 hearing. 

Crumpacker said the towers 
and giant rotating blades would 
intrude on the experience of visi
tors who come to tour wineries 
and farms. 

But Spadaro said there doesn't 
have to be a conflict between 
wind turbines and wineries. 

"In Walla Walla, they offer 
wind and wine tours, where the 
wind energy industry has joined 
forces with the wineries," he 
said. SDS would be willing to 
work with wineries and farms in 
the Underwood area on a similar 
marketing strategy, he said. 

State oversight 
In March, SDS abandoned its 

attempt to get the project permit
ted under Skamania County's 
new wind-power-friendly zon
ing ordinance and applied to the 
Energy Facility Site Evaluation 
Council for a permit instead. 

Spadaro took that advice, 
though he acknowledges that 
~tate review of the project will be 
more rigorous. For example, the 
evaluation council will require 
the company to complete a full 
environmental review. 

"It's a statewide issue now, but 
we're not afraid of the additional 
review," Spadaro said. ·•we think 
it's warranted." 
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Its decision came after a land 
use hearings officer ruled that 
the county's new zoning ordi
nance requires a full environ
mental analysis before it can be 
used to permit the project. That 
new ordinance is also the target 
of a lawsuit by the environmen
tal group Save Our Scenic Area. 
Both of those developments 
threatened to delay action on the 
permit indefinitely. · 

"We couldn't apply under that 
uncertainty," Spadaro said.· 

Skamania County's three com
missioners, all ardent supporters 
of the project, urged Spadaro to 
pursue the state permit. 

"Given the complexities of 
wind power development here, 
state government is much better 
prepared than we are for provid
mg your proposal the hearing it 
deserves," they said in a March 
12 letter. 

7 Hot topic , 
T_he Whisiling Ridge Energy 

Pr?Ject, fo:merly the Saddleback 
W i~1d Pro~ect, has been a major 
topic of discussion in Skamania 
County this month. 

Spadaro said he decided to re
name the project after an actual 
g~ographic feature, Whistling 
Ridge, which runs north and 
south on state Department of 
Natural Resources land immedi
a~ely north of the SDS site. The 
r!dge would be the site of addi
tional turbines if SDS eventually 
leased the DNR land. 

About 140 people attended 
one o_r more in a series of public 
meetmgs the evaluation council 
held in Stevenson and Under
wood during the first week of 
Mar to gather testimony on the P:0Ject, !~ey voiced sharply di
vided opmions. 

SDS has pinned its arguments 
for the new wind project on the 
economic ~enefits it would bring 
to Skamama County, the contri
butions it would make to meet
ing Washington's renewable en
ergy goals, and the site's ready 
access to nearby Bonneville 
Power Administration transmis-
sion lines. 
· Those factors, and its "mini-

mal impacts to the natural envi
ronment, make it one of the pre
mier as-yet-undeveloped power 
sites in the Pacific Northwest," 
the company said in its applica
tion. 

During the one-year construc-
tion period, the project would 
employ about 330 full-time and 
part-time workers, with an av
erage of 143 workers at the site 
daily. Up to three-quarters of the 
work force would commute from 
the Portland-Vancouver area; 
most of the rest would reside in 
Skamania, Klickitat and Hood 
River counties. 



Construction spending would 
boost the local economy by 
about $4 million, and the project 
would create a handful of high
paying permanent jobs. The 
finished project would increase 
the assessed value of the county 
by 7.5 percent and yield about 
$731,500 annually in property 
tax revenue. 

Jim Ziegler, a lifelong resident 
of Underwood, ·said the county 
and its schools desperately need 
new businesses. Only about 10 
percent of the county's land base 
is in private ownership. 

"I like the beauty of the gorge 
too, but we have a dilemma," he 
said. "The schools need help. If 
we turn into a retirement area, 
a lot of people won't want to sup
port the schools." 

Ziegler said he can live with 
the wind project and its looming 
towers. "Are we going to see it? 
Sure we are going to see it. But 
I accept the fact that what is out
side the Gorge scenic area is ac
ceptable. We are so limited in the 
areas where we can develop." 

The Klickitat and Cascade 
tribes of the Yakama Nation sup
port the wind project because it 
will take pressure off Columbia 
River fisheries, which have been 
decimated by the Columbia's hy
droelectric dams. 

Power play 
The Skamania Public Utility 

District has endorsed the Whis
tling Ridge project as a substi
tute for the power generation 
capacity that will be lost with the 
demolition of Condit Dam, now 
scheduled for 2010. The dam, 
owned by PacifiCorp, provides 
"backfeed" power to the Under
wood area in the event of power 
interruptions like one that oc
curred last winter, said PUD 

Commissio:i~r Clyde Leach. 

"It's good m terms ot keeping 
the Bonneville Power Adminis
tration connection to Skamania 
County," said Walt Loehrke, a 
former Columbia River Gorge 
commissioner. "If we lost our 
connection to Bonneville, Ska
mania County would go dark." 

The SDS site is crossed by a 
230-kilovolt BPA transmission 
line, which would allow a direct 
connection to the grid through a 
substation and make it unneces
sary to install a new high-voltage 
transmission line to handle the 
power generated by 'the wind 
turbines. 

The BPA, which must sign 
off on the connection, is awash 
in new wind energy proposals. 
That's a good thing, said BPA 
spokesman Michael Milstein, 
but it does present tricky techni
cal issues. 

"BPA is a big proponent of get
ting renewables into the grid, 
but people are really scrambling 
to find ways to absorb it and 
manage it," he said. "It's turn
ing out to be extremely variable 
a1 ·1 unpredictable. Literally in 
l!1e course of a couple of hours, 
you can have the equivalent of a 
couple of power plants turning 
on and off. You have to constant
ly have some source of backup 
power that can fill in, depending 
on what the wind is doing." 

Twists and turns 
Underwood resident Sally 

Newell, also a former Gorge 
commissioner, questions wheth
er the narrow, winding roads 
leading to the SDS site would 
be able to handle the long truck
trailer rigs needed io carry the 
towers and turbine blades. SDS 
plans to haul the equipment by 
barge to its dock in Bingen, then 
truck it to the site via the Cook
Underwood Road and its own 
logging roads. 

-;·,Each turbine takes seven 
truckloads," she said. "There 
are places on Cook-Underwood 
Road where they are going to 
have to re-engineer the roads." 

Spadaro says the county road 
will require only "minor im
provements," but the project will 
require building 2.4 miles of new 
roads and widening 2.1 miles of 
the company's existing roads 
from 16 to 24 feet. Those roads 
lie within the National Scenic 
Area, but under scenic area 
rules, "that widening can occur 
for forestry purposes without 
any reviews or approvals," he 
said. 

Bird mortality 
Opponents of Whistling Ridge 

note that the project would be 
the first located on a forested 
ridge in the gorge and could at
tract large numbers of birds, 
resulting in high bird mortality 
from the rotating blades. 

SDS has conducted two years 
of surveys at the site and says 
bird activity is minimal on the 
logged-over. ridge. The death 
of a golden eagle at a Klickitat 
County wind farm last month 
has raised awareness of the is
sue of avian mortality at wind 
projects. But SDS's wildlife con
sultant found that overall use of 
the project site by raptors was 
"very low," though there would 
likely be some collisions be
tween turbine blades and small 
birds and bats. 

Still, the most contentious is
sue remains the visual impact of 
a large wind project in a place 
prized for its scenic ~eauty. 

"Any project we do is going 
to have some impact to some
one somewhere," Spadaro said. · 
"This is a decision society is 
going to have to make. Do we 
really want renewable energy 
and are we going to be willing to 
accept some visual impacts from 
that? Coal plants and natural gas 
plants have visual impacts too." 
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