S.C.R.I.P.

Stonycreek-Conemaugh River Improvement Project

Position Statement on

The Shaffer Mountain Wind Power Facility in Somerset County

BACKGROUND:
The Stonycreek-Conemaugh River Improvement Project has spent more than 15 years restoring our streams from Industrial Era mining operations.  SCRIP and its partners have invested over $5,427,000 in federal, state and local dollars for river recovery and recreational amenities within the basin, with more slated to be invested in the next few years.  Having committed hard dollars and countless hours of sweat equity to improve our watersheds, SCRIP is recognized in the state and all across Appalachia as a leader and innovator in river recovery, reclamation, and preservation.

The Stonycreek River exhibits the best results of our efforts.  Many miles of the Stonycreek were devoid of life through the 1980’s, but 100 years of degradation is being reversed and aquatic life is returning.  In addition, many tributaries of the Stonycreek are seeing a renaissance; Quemahoning Creek, Oven Run, Wells Creek, Paint Creek, and Dark Shade Creek all have projects or plans in place to restore these great waterways.  Due to the reclamation of these valuable natural resources, river recreation is on the rise.  There are now annual events bringing fishing and boating enthusiasts from all over the country to enjoy our river, and our region is experiencing a positive economic impact as a result.
However, the Clear Shade Creek sub-basin has always been the one unblemished sanctuary within the Stonycreek watershed.  With forested hills and clean water, it is a beacon in a watershed abused in the last century.  Because of the forested lands and minimal road intrusion, Clear Shade, Cub Run and Piney Run have flowed clear and clean, sustaining a native trout population and serving as the drinking water sources for the Windber area.
SCRIP does not oppose wind energy production. Energy produced from wind is a viable source of power at a time when renewable alternative sources of energy are needed.  However, this need should not drive the decision-making process to the point where actions are taken without a thorough evaluation of the long term consequences.  SCRIP strives to work with energy production in an enlightened way, with an eye to long term benefits, not just short term gains.
SCRIP’s Position:

I. Site selection, access road installation, and construction oversight are of paramount importance to SCRIP.  An independent study should be undertaken to show where the turbines can be sited that would have the least amount of impact to the watershed.  SCRIP feels it is imperative for inspection oversight to occur during construction to ensure that turbines are installed according to the independent study, and within a reasonable distance of the recommendations.  In such a sensitive watershed, it is critical that all access roads and stream crossings are installed according to approved plans.  SCRIP is aware of access road locations that have been “moved in the field” at other facilities.  This irregular approach to construction creates problems and a breakdown in trust. While SCRIP realizes that all construction projects require some alterations during the actual construction phase, a team consisting of a PA DEP representative, the Somerset Conservation District, and the sub-contractor should all agree on alterations.  Furthermore, all stream crossings should have the appropriate general permit (GP-7 or GP-8) in place and the regulations that are inherent in these permits must be followed to the letter.
SCRIP recommends that the PA DEP and the Conservation District have inspectors working with and on site during the construction phase to ensure that the permit guidelines are not altered without consultation and that the water and land resources are not compromised.

II. SCRIP is extremely hesitant to see a “green energy” project damage one of the basin’s actual green areas. Numerous brownfields surround the project area and SCRIP believes that these marginal lands should be seriously looked at for potential facility locations.  Hundreds, if not thousands, of acres of strip-mined lands that have lain fallow for decades are in close proximity to the proposed Shaffer Mountain Wind Facility.  SCRIP believes and supports locating the wind turbines on these lands before disturbing one the last few wilderness areas and streams that we possess in the Stonycreek basin.

SCRIP recommends that abandoned mine lands be seriously looked at for potential facility locations.  If studies have been done explaining why turbines cannot be sited on these particular areas, they should be made available.  If such studies HAVE NOT been completed, SCRIP will not support locating turbines in the Shaffer Mountain area, until this possibility has been seriously considered.  This is clearly a reasonable alternative to alleviate stressing three remarkable streams and the landscape they have created.

III. Piney Run is classified as an Exceptional Value (EV) Stream. This types of streams is quite rare in Pennsylvania, and Piney Run is the lone EV stream in the Stonycreek watershed. SCRIP is apprehensive of any development in an EV stream, let alone the sole stream in the Stonycreek, a watershed we have passionately worked to restore.
SCRIP recommends that no permit be issued until an independent surface and ground-water study is completed for the project site and location and until the results are thoroughly examined by the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection, conservation organizations, the SCRIP board, municipalities, authorities and elected officials.  In particular, issues of thermal pollution, run-off from new road construction, and ALL stream crossings should be looked at in-depth.
IV. Clear Shade Creek and Cub Run are both listed as High Quality (HQ) watersheds. As stated earlier, these are rare in the Stonycreek watershed. Furthermore, numerous wells located along these streams provide the majority of drinking water for the Windber Water Authority. Clear Shade Creek is a destination fishery providing a definable but little known economic impact.  In 2006, at one site along Clear Shade, a one hour survey found that over $7,000 was infused into the local economy by survey respondents interviewed during that short time frame.  It does not take long to deduce that numerous sites over the fishing season would find that this clean, high-quality stream has a significant economic impact.
SCRIP recommends that no permit be issued until an independent surface and ground-water study is completed as above.  Additionally, impacts on drinking water and recreational usage should be more closely examined along Clear Shade Creek and Cub Run.  In addition, the impact of a Wind Power Facility along a destination stream needs to be examined.

