A commercial wind energy "wind farm" project in southeast Butler County has moved a step closer to the beginning of construction.
By a 4-1 vote Tuesday morning Butler County commissioners gave their approval to proceeding with a decommissioning surety agreement for the Elk River Wind Farm LLC project.
The agreement will have to be reviewed and approved by County Administrator Will Johnson and County Counsel Norman Manley before it is signed by commission chairman Mike Wheeler of El Dorado.
Among items which will be added to the decommissioning agreement as a result of Tuesday morning's meeting is inclusion of language also covering removal of transmission poles and lines.
There will also be a guarantee of $3 million at the end of 20 years in the escrow account set up for the decommissioning security agreement, as well as a $4 million guarantee at the end of 30 years.
Securing of a decommissioning contract (which guarantees the funds necessary to dismantle the project at some point in the future, should that be required) is the last local step Elk River needs to take before it can begin construction of the project.
Elk River is operating under a conditional use permit for the construction of a 100-turbine tower wind farm encompassing nearly 8,000 acres and located about 3 miles south of Beaumont.
Commissioner Randy Doll of Andover cast the only vote against the agreement.
Wheeler was joined by commissioners Will Carpenter of El Dorado, Randy Waldorf of Augusta and Dan Woydziak of Rose Hill in voting for it.
The agreement was originally scheduled to be considered by commissioners last week; however, it was tabled due to the absence of Carpenter.
At the outset of Tuesday morning's meeting Wheeler read from a statement in which he said his initial intention at last Tuesday's meeting was to have only discussion among commissioners regarding the surety agreement and not open the meeting to public comment.
"Against my better judgment," he remarked, "I was persuaded I should permit public comment on this topic."
Wheeler said the only public comment which would be permitted at Tuesday morning's meeting would be that which was "pertinent and germaine to the issue of decommissioning."
He said it was his opinion "that while this board is divided over the issue of wind turbine projects in Butler County" the Elk River project "was voted on passed by this board of commissioners.
"The deal has been struck," Wheeler said, "and while the guidelines may have changed Elk River is required to honor only the guidelines that were in place at the time of approval" of its conditional use permit.
He said the "continued attempts" by commissioners to change or modify what has been previously been agreed upon "reflects poorly on this governing body."
Wheeler said the decommissioning agreement has been an agenda item for the last several weeks and has continues to change at each meeting with new demands from commissioners.
He said it is his perception that Elk River "has negotiated in good faith with this board" and has complied with its requests.
Wheeler said "it is now time for this board to honor the agreement" as it was originally presented.
"While it is important for us to be cautious and consider all the ramifications of the project," he said, it is a partnership between Elk River and Butler County, "and it is now time for us to uphold our end of the agreement."
He concluded "I think the integrity and reputation of this board of commissioners is at stake in regard to" the Elk River wind farm issue.
"While I respect your opinion I disagree wholeheartedly" with his opening statement, Doll told Wheeler before the final vote on the decommissioning agreement was taken.
Doll said "the integrity of this governing body was highly brought into question" in January of 2003 when it approved Elk River's conditional use permit application.
He said the "main broad theme" of Butler County's comprehensive plan encompasses preserving Butler's rural and agricultural heritage.
Also, he said, it includes the prevention of major development where utilities and roads are not adequate; the prevention of sprawl throughout the county; and the need to "plan now for open space before it's gone."
"To try to preserve our open spaces - which is a result of the wishes of the people of Butler County - is not the wrong thing to do,"Doll said.
"The wrong thing to do is to put a commercial wind farm project down in a pristine part of the Flinthills" - of which there is only about 3 percent remaining in the entire world - he contended.
"We have a tremendous stewardship responsibility," he said, "and I think we have violated that."
Doll said "we're getting ready to vote on an agreement which we don't even have in front of us.
"I don't know how we can approve a contract we don't even have."
He said "we've discussed a lot of things, and there's a lot of confusion and a lot of things going on here."
Doll said "we're about to burden" the taxpayers of the future generations of people in Butler County with a financial burden when "we don't even know what the agreement says."
"I would take exception to the statement that we were trying to drag this thing out," said Carpenter, adding "my only interest is the taxpayers of Butler County."
He said "I won't apologize and I never will apologize for representing the people in Butler County the way I see fit."
Carpenter said "all along I've always wanted a guarantee" with regard to the rate of return which would be involved in the security agreement.
"If that's considered dragging this thing out, so be it," he remarked, "but I won't apologize" for the way he has represented his constituents.
During Tuesday morning's discussion Larry Patton of rural El Dorado said it was his position the commission's responsibility is to "protect the interests of Butler County taxpayers, not Elk River Wind Farm."
He said Elk River will be collecting millions of dollars in tax subsidiens over the life of the wind farm, and thus should bear the burden of all decommissioning fees.
Patton said it seemed to him there was difficulty in defining what wind farm "decommissioning" really means.
While the original decommissioning proposal included the removal of turbines and the top four feet of their concrete foundations, he said, it was his suggestion the entire foundation be removed to allow the roots of replanted native grasses to extend to their typical 12-15 foot maximum depth.
Patton also told commissioners he believed $3 million for decommissioning would be inadequate in 20 years due to inflation factors.
He suggested a $5 million fund be established now and increased each year to keep pace with inflation.
He also suggested the county contact construction firms to obtain estimates for decommissioning Elk River.
Harold Cooper of rural El Dorado told commissioners he questioned whether they were allowing enough money for decommissioning.
He contended the current buying power of today's money will be sliced in half with the passing of each 10 years.
