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Today's Question 
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Each day, we ask MaineToday.com readers for their reactions to events in the news:


Tidal Power Generators 
Maine Tidal Energy Co. wants to build an underwater tidal power generating facility in a stretch of the Kennebec between Bath and Woolwich. Several groups oppose the project because the area is a crucial passageway for endangered fish species and other wildlife moving between the Kennebec River and Merrymeeting Bay. Should tidal power generators in the Kennebec River be approved? 
Top of Form
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[ View Results ]


This survey is not scientific. The results are a snapshot of what readers who choose to take the survey are thinking. It is designed to allow readers to interact with the news of the day, and is not intended to be used for reference purposes.

The survey questions are created daily by the MaineToday.com staff. If you have questions, comments or suggestions about the online survey, you can e-mail us. 

See the results of past questions from the past seven days and find out about how the survey works, check Previous Days' Questions. 

To top of story 

The powerful tides of the Kennebec River could be harnessed one day to produce electricity for hundreds of Maine homes and businesses.

It's an idea that is at least a few years and millions of dollars away, and one that already is raising environmental concerns. But the potential of tidal energy is attracting entrepreneurs to the coast of Maine.

Maine Tidal Energy Co., based in Washington, D.C., has asked for federal permission to study the feasibility of operating an underwater tidal power-generating facility in a stretch of the Kennebec between Bath and Woolwich. The company has proposed similar projects on the Penobscot and Piscataqua rivers and is seeking permits for another eight sites nationwide. 

The company says it will take up to three years and $4 million to determine whether the passage between West Chops Point in Bath and Chops Point in Woolwich - known locally as The Chops - would be suitable for such a facility, according to the company. 

Several groups, however, already have come out in opposition to the so-called Kennebec Tidal Energy Project, contending the company could not have selected a worse location.

Organizations such as the Friends of Merrymeeting Bay say The Chops is a crucial passageway for endangered fish species such as the short-nosed sturgeon and other wildlife that are moving between the Kennebec River and one of the Northeast's most diverse and richest ecosystems, Merrymeeting Bay.

"The whole bay drains out at that 280-yard slot. Fish and seals have to swim through there. In our zest for alternative energy, we should not be turning a blind eye to protecting our natural resources," said Ed Friedman, chairman of the Friends of Merrymeeting Bay.

The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission is reviewing a preliminary permit application that would allow the company to take up to three years to determine whether The Chops is a suitable site for power generation, said Celeste Miller, a FERC spokeswoman. The company would have to reapply to FERC if it wants an operating license, she said.

In addition to its Maine projects, Maine Tidal Energy Co. is seeking preliminary permits for projects in Alaska, Washington, Oregon, New York, Massachusetts and New Hampshire, Miller said. Its parent company is Oceana Energy Corp.

Nationwide, 22 tidal energy projects are under review by FERC. Last year, FERC issued 11 preliminary permits for tidal energy projects, most of them in Florida.

Charles B. Cooper, a Massachusetts-based consultant who has been retained by Maine Tidal Energy Co., said the company is developing new technology for its Maine and national tidal energy projects.

The tidal in-stream energy conversion units, which could be used in the Kennebec River, would resemble a tall fan with a giant hole in the middle of the section where the blades would be located. Portions of blades, or propellers, would extend 20 to 50 feet outward through the rim of the fan. As the tides flow in and out of the river with each lunar cycle, the blades would rotate slowly - in the range of three to 10 revolutions per minute, Cooper said.

In its application to FERC, the company says the conversion units could be connected by underwater transmission cables to onshore electrical power stations.

Cooper said one device could be capable of providing power to about 750 homes, though it is far too soon to provide more exact figures.

The company's federal application says that the conversion units would be under water and would not intrude on the viewscape or interfere with navigation, unlike coastal wind farms that have drawn criticism for their visual impact. The water depths in The Chops range from 20 feet to 100 feet.

Cooper said the company has multiple permit applications pending because not all of the sites under consideration will be suited for such a facility.

A group of about 18 residents of West Chops Point, a subdivision in Bath, submitted concerns to FERC during a recent public comment period.

"What will happen to the migratory fish, the eels, the seals, the sturgeon and the stripers? . . . These blades that they are talking about could turn them into sushi," said David Barber, a spokesman for the West Chops Point homeowners association.

The city of Bath is also interested in the project.

"We are not opposed, but we'd like to learn more about this project," said City Manager Bill Giroux. "We want more information."

John Grill, a Woolwich resident, said he has concerns about the effect the project could have on the marine environment, as well as on property owners' rights. He said waterfront property owners could end up looking at transformers and switch yards.

"Everybody loves the idea (of alternative energy) except the fish," Grill said. "This could turn out to be an environmental disaster."

Staff Writer Dennis Hoey can be contacted at 725-8795 or at:

dhoey@pressherald.com
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Ed Friedman 
Jul 21, 2006 10:19 AM
Folks would do well to understand the specifics of a project and site before they shout cries of NIMBY. The NIMBY label has an undeserved negative connotation anyway. Most issues with that label tend to have good science or social reasons that back them up. I would suspect that after learning about what has often been a surprise issue for them, that most affected "NIMBY" citizens would also be quick to say: "not in your backyard either." 

Merrymeeting Bay is a natural resource unique in the world as an inland freshwater tidal delta with the major tributaries entering from opposite directions. The health of the fishery here is vital to us all and to the Gulf of Maine and beyond for ecological, economic and social reasons. FERC asks for intervention or comments on the submitted proposal, not what could be. In this case the proposal was poorly prepared, quite vague [no surprise since the same proposal was used for about 9 sites around the country] and was targeted for the most vital link in this river system that drains 38% of Maine. 

There is no arguement that alternative energy technologies need to be developed-just think what could be done if the billions of dollars a year budgeted for the war of no security in Iraq were invested in the real national/homeland security area of alternative energy development. Our current energy policies in Maine and at the national level have ridiculously low standards. That being said, it is no excuse to use the keystone of a unique natural resource as a test-bed for new technology. And we should remember that the effects of one unit is likely to be totally different than a whole field of units that take up much of the water column. 

For detailed information on the proposed project and for more about Merrymeeting Bay, readers may wish to go to the "cybrary" section of the Friends of Merrymeeting Bay [FOMB] web site at: www.friendsofmerrymeetingbay.org. Below is the summary section of the comments submitted by FOMB to FERC: 

Summary 

Merrymeeting Bay for which the Chops is the only point of ingress and egress from and to the Gulf of Maine is a noted resource of international significance due to its migratory waterfowl, diadromous fish, rare plants and bald eagle populations. Approximately 38% of Maine’s water drains through the Chops. The Merrymeeting Bay and lower Kennebec River freshwater tidal riverine estuary system is the second highest priority area in the state [after Cobscook Bay] for federal and state wetland protection efforts aimed at preserving waterfowl and diadromous fish habitat. Friends of Merrymeeting Bay [FOMB], has reviewed the permit application and strongly objects to the issuance of the proposed preliminary permit. While FOMB seldom takes positions on issues beyond those which directly or indirectly affect Merrymeeting Bay and the watershed which feeds it, many of our members are environmentalists with a global perspective and are concerned with the impacts of global warming. Consequently, many of us are individually prone to look with favor upon sources of energy which are based on renewable resources and which may displace fossil-fuel based electrical generation plants. It is entirely possible that tidal in-stream turbines and other developing technologies may someday prove to be the environmentally benign sources of renewable energy which we would favor. 

Unfortunately, the proposed project will utilize unspecified new and untested technology for which limited impact data exist and that the project is proposed in an area that contains significant natural resources. In fact, from the point of view of estuarine resources unique to the Kennebec/Androscoggin/Merrymeeting Bay watershed the proposed project location is the one of maximum sensitivity and probable impact. If the applicants, and their sister corporations applying for permits in various locations in hopes of securing pre-emptive energy rights, wanted to pick a site more susceptible from the point of view of biological impacts than this 280 yard slot in the bedrock, they would be hard pressed to do so. Because of the location, the proposed project will likely have significant adverse impacts on fish, marine mammals and other aquatic resources and should not be permitted to proceed further unless and until the turbines are found in well-designed and documented studies by disinterested parties to be environmentally benign in restricted areas of high flows and high density fish migrations. 

john Grill of Woolwich, Me
Jul 19, 2006 9:35 PM
Maine Tidal Power's (MTP) charter in the state of Wyoming lists 20 million shares of preferred stock and 20 million shares of common. CEO megabuck wages and benefits are really none of our business. Assuming that MTP proceeds in power extraction from a Maine natural resource, the revenues will be very healthy and Maine will be blessed with several jobs - same as the 20 water export businesses - thats it. Does this benefit Maine as well as Maine, or the local communities, generating the power? and keeping the revenues local where they could reduce tax burdens that make Maine compete for the poorest state in the nation? Why line the pockets of a few at the expense of New England ratepayers? 

There are three other aspects to consider while giving away natural resources: 
(1) To the best of my knowledge FERC does NOT have procedures in place to prevent another ENRON type ratepayer swindle in New England that FERC oversaw in California. Nothing has changed! Some sources allege that the 6 billion overcharge thats due CALIFORNIA RATEPAYERS will never be returned by the many participating power plant operators. The only litigation that has been pursued was against Lay & co for defrauding Enron stockholders. 

(2) It makes sense to me that local power generation for local use in schools, sewer plants, etc, can be delivered at 1/2 (or less) of current retail if CMP is bypassed. Their (CMP) add on is 2/3 of our monthly invoice. 

(3) If you review FERC documentation, MTP and the other applicants, intend to establish local partnerships. These "locals" in no way include Maine and/or impacted communities that give away the local resources; in Maine they mean CMP and Bangor Hydro. 

Chris of Harpswell, ME
Jul 18, 2006 9:02 PM
This seems the worst possible design possible. I would like to see a design that might be less eficient but which won't threaten fish, marine mammals or even sea birds. 

Jim of Gray, ME
Jul 18, 2006 3:35 PM
How can you be opposed to a program like this when it is still in its early planning stages? A pollution free, fossil fuel free, unseen energy source that as far as we know will not harm the fish going by......can you at least just sit there and shut up long enough to see if it can be done. How can something as deep as 50 feet under water concern a home owner if proven safe and effective? Friends of Merrymeeting Bay? Somebody needs to see if Exxon is funding this group.

Bill S. of Frankford, DE
Jul 18, 2006 1:12 PM
Wake up folks, Objections to these or other logical energy wise (using natural earth forces) are just unbelievable as the complainers often sport recreational water craft that run high speed blenders, aka. propellers, to race around their summertime playground while discharging exhaust gases into the water. Yet, they protest large props driving the generators that rotate only 3 to 10 RPM. Many small boat propellers turn 1,000 to 4,000 RPM. I wish more people would think beyond their selfish property value hypocrisies, or whatever other greedy conspicuous consumerism agendas they may have. 

jt 
Jul 18, 2006 11:29 AM
Maybe all the ecology nuts and NIMBY's should have the electrical service removed from their homes, since every form of generating power is a dusruption to someone or something. If they were true to their cause, they would do without to set the "perfect" example. 

Pete of Freeport, ME
Jul 18, 2006 10:22 AM
Oil and natural gas are finite resources. Nuclear power appears to no longer be an option for Maine. Many dams have been dismantled, so hydroelectric power is no longer available. Wind power is rejected by various "environmental groups" as being unsightly and dangerous to birds and other wildlife. And now there is immediate negativity on the part of the "Friends of Merrymeeting Bay" to the proposal of tidal power. There are indeed questions that need to be answered about the effects of the project, but is that not the reason for the study? Asking for decisions without the benefit of the additional information is premature, at best. Of course, no matter what the attempt to provide energy and no matter where the superstructure is proposed within the State of Maine, there will immediately be an outcry raised by some "environmental group". Apparently their only answer is to return to a sufficiently primitive state so that no energy needs will be required except for fires for cooking and warmth (oops, I forget! Burning wood or coal pollutes the atmosphere). And we question why energy costs are going through the roof?

Barbara of Fairfield, ME
Jul 18, 2006 9:58 AM
Can not understand why people can't see that we have to have alternatives to oil. Have been to the west and seen wind farms and they are not objectional to look at. Do not cause siesures or any of the other things people are saying. The tides being of use should also be investigated. We have to stop being so dependent on oil. Could also stop having the gas hogs and use sense when using oil.

Marc of Portland, ME
Jul 18, 2006 9:44 AM
Ahhhh, the NIMBY's are at it once again!! Relax people, they're not building a dam. It'll be completely underwater, and screens and netting are put in place to keep the larger animals (i.e. seals) that could be affected by it out. They'll be able to easily pass these units by to the side or above them. And the blades will be spinning so slowly that migratory fish would be able to pass through very easily and unharmed. 

I hate how the NIMBY's in this state jump to so many erroneous conclusions before even thinking of the greater good for everyone else and the environment. I'd much rather see this built than another dam, another power plant, a wind farm, or God forbid a new nuclear power plant.

Rod of Augusta, ME
Jul 18, 2006 9:39 AM
Don't worry Harry, there is plenty of ecosystem all up and down the coast. Let's top worrying about insignificant bugs and worms and get some energy independence going.
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