





Exhibit No.:  ______________






Issue:  Harm to Wildlife







Witness:  Allison Wolverton







Type of Exhibit:  Rebuttal





Sponsoring Party:  MO Landowners  






       Alliance





Case No.:  EA-2014-0207





      Date Testimony Prepared:  August, 2014


MISSOURI PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

CASE NO. EA-2014-0207

REBUTTAL TESTIMONY OF

ALLISON WOLVERTON

ON BEHALF OF

MISSOURI LANDOWNERS ALLIANCE

September 15, 2014

Q.  Please state your name.

A.  Allison Wolverton.

Q.  Where do you live?

A.  In Pike County, Missouri.

Q.  On whose behalf are you testifying in this case?

A.  I am testifying for the Missouri Landowners Alliance.

Q.  What is the general purpose of your testimony?

A.  To describe the harm to birds and other wildlife that will be caused by the proposed wind farms in Kansas and the transmission line which will cross northern Missouri.  

Q.  Why are you addressing the impact of the wind farms?

A.  I realize they are not directly an issue in this case.  However, I understand that Grain Belt is saying that the wind farms in Kansas will not be built if their transmission line is not built.  If that is the case, then if the proposed transmission line is not approved by the Commission, there would be no harm to wildlife from the wind farms.  
Q.  What is your background as it relates to the issues you are addressing here?

A.  I have been involved for more than twenty years in rescuing and rehabilitating orphaned, injured and displaced wildlife with the goal of releasing them back to the wild. To be released, such animals must be able to function in their natural habitats as normal members of their species. My activities in that regard include study of the species in my care, including natural history, nutrition, anatomy and physiology, wildlife disease, the treatment of disease and injury, physical therapy, and appropriate habitat release sites.   Specific related work in this field has included the following:

●  I  co-founded the Illinois Wildlife Rehabilitators Association and served as its president for ten years.  The basic mission of that organization was to improve and promote the profession of Wildlife Rehabilitation in the state of Illinois through workshops, symposiums, and newsletters.  I have made presentations over those years at the Illinois Wildlife Rehabilitators Association, the National Wildlife Rehabilitators Association and the International Wildlife Rehabilitator Associations conferences.


●   I was an Illinois State Licensed Wildlife Rehabilitator for 15 years and sub-permitted by the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Services for migratory bird rehabilitation.


●  I founded and directed Wildsides Wildlife Rehabilitation and Rescue Center of Tremont, Illinois, working in conjunction with Illinois state conservation officers and the University of Illinois Wildlife Rehab Clinic in Urbana, Illinois.  My work in this regard involved the treatment and care of thousands of sick, injured, orphaned and displaced wild animals with the intention of releasing them back to their natural habitats.

●  I held a USDA license for the shelter and care of rescued non-native wildlife under the Animal Welfare Act for many years.   

●  For a number of years I was an instructor for an Introduction to Wildlife Rehabilitation course at Illinois Central College in East Peoria, Illinois. 

            ●  For ten years I presented wildlife education programs to the public with an emphasis on natural history and the importance of the role of wildlife in an ecosystem. 

Q.  In general, what are the different types of damage which can be caused by the proposed wind farms and the transmission line?

A.  Birds can be killed or harmed by direct collision with the wind turbines and the transmission line itself.  Birds can also be electrocuted by power lines.  In addition, the wind farms and transmission line can degrade or destroy wildlife habitat. They can also disrupt important ecological links, and they can have a decidedly negative impact from a biodiversity standpoint.
Q.  Is there any agreement as to how many birds are killed every year in this country from collisions with wind turbines?

A.  No.  While the precise number is unknown, it is a certainty that wind turbines kill a substantial number of birds every year.  
Q.  Do wind turbines also pose a danger to bats?

A.  Yes, wind turbines kill large numbers of bats every year.   Twenty-one different bat species have been killed at wind energy facilities in this country alone.  Fatalities happen from collisions and from barotraumas, meaning that the lungs and internal organs of the bats explode from the negative pressures generated by the blades.  According to the U. S. Geological Survey, bat populations have declined worldwide over the past few decades. White-Nose Syndrome, a bat disease, has been named the reason for “the most precipitous decline [in bat populations] in the past century in North America.”  Since bats have very low reproductive rates, giving birth to only one pup a year, this is a cause for real concern for the viability of many bat species. 
Q.  Why should we be concerned with the deaths of bats?

A.  Bats are essential to the health of our ecosystems and of our world.  They help to control insect pests, thus benefitting all of us.  For example, a single little brown bat eats the equivalent of 1,000 mosquitoes an hour, keeping mosquito populations in check and possibly preventing mosquito born disease.  Further, some bats are pollinators, some are seed dispersers and some are pest controllers, thus providing significant benefits to agriculture.  
We may be at a tipping point with some bat populations in Missouri due to White- Nose Syndrome, which can have a 100% mortality rate, along with the cumulative impacts of wind energy production.   Losing bats would have devastating consequences for natural ecosystems and human economies. 
Q.  Does the proposed transmission line also cause you concern with respect to potential harm to bats? 
A.  Yes, I am concerned that the transmission route chosen by Grain Belt in northern Missouri could impact Indiana bats, as they are endangered in all the affected counties.  The Northern Long Eared Bat is also being considered to be added to the federally listed Endanger and Threatened List by U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service. This bat is found in all of the eight counties in Missouri where the proposed route would run.  The Gray bat is another endangered bat found in Ralls County.  
I am concerned that the cumulative impacts on threatened and endangered bat populations may be too much to bear, and ultimately result in their extinction.  Should that happen, future bat restoration projects would likely cost taxpayers and conservation organizations millions of dollars. We would be far better off taking action now to protect the migratory endangered bats we are aware of in northern Missouri, by robustly and proactively preserving their habitat.  
 Q.  Do we know how many birds are killed each year from collisions with transmission lines?  

A.  No, again the number of such deaths is uncertain, but the fact that many birds die from collisions with transmission lines is an accepted and documented fact. Hundreds of thousands to perhaps many millions of birds are estimated to die this way.
Q.  Why do birds collide with power lines?

A.  It is generally believed that the lines are invisible to them, or that they do not see the line before it is too late to avoid it.  Poor weather conditions such as fog, rain, high winds or even darkness are also believed to be contributing factors.  

Q.  Are some birds more susceptible to colliding with transmission lines than others?

A.  Yes, larger birds are especially vulnerable because they are not always quick enough to change their flight pattern before it is too late. But a great variety of birds may strike power transmission lines, including songbirds. Also, migratory birds that must contend with large transmission lines in their path are more likely to collide with power lines.

Q.  What happens when a bird collides with a power line?

A.  Birds can be killed or crippled from the force of the impact, and they can also be electrocuted from contact with the lines.
Q.  Do we know how many birds a year are electrocuted from contact with transmission lines?

A.  No, there is no way to determine the exact number, and the problem is not closely monitored, but  many bird fatalities are reported and documented to occur from electrocution  after contact with power lines. 

Q.  What types of birds are susceptible to electrocution from transmission lines?

A.  It is more likely for medium and larger birds, such as raptors, owls, swans, eagles and many duck species.  
Q.  Are electrocutions likely to be fatal to these birds?

A.  Yes.  Wildlife rehabilitators are rarely able to treat electrocuted birds, as most die immediately from their injuries.

Q.  Does the proposed transmission line pose any unique threats to wildlife from its route through Missouri?  

A.  Yes, the line would cross two major rivers, the Missouri and Mississippi, as well as wetlands and floodplains which have been used for centuries as migratory corridors.  The Mississippi River alone has the third largest drainage basin in the United States, and acts as a vital migration corridor for forty percent of North America’s bird species.  It also provides a critical habitat for fueling, resting and nesting.    Missouri is actually in the middle of two of the four major flyways that cross the continent.  Many birds travel north on the Mississippi Flyway, but some detour west on the Central Flyway that follows the Missouri River to the Great Plains. Many of the more than 800 species protected by USFWL Migratory Bird Treaty migrate through Missouri.  Migratory birds have followed the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers each spring and fall since the last ice age. 
The transmission line will also pass within a few miles of the Anderson Conservations site near Saverton, Mo, and within about ten miles of the Ted Shanks Nature Preserve near Louisiana, MO on the Mississippi River.  These sites have been drawing migratory birds to feed, rest, refuel and nest for years.  The proposed transmission line would directly and negatively affect this vital migration corridor causing additional harm and additional deaths to birds and bats. 
Q.  So the threat to birds from the proposed transmission line is not just from collision and electrocutions?

A.   No, it is not.  For some scarce, open country birds, the main threat posed by wind farms and transmission lines is from being displaced from their habitats due to fragmentation, disruption, erosion, and herbicide use.   To the extent that a 200 foot right-of-way for the line will result in the loss of woodlands, grasslands, and wetlands, it will have a negative impact by further fragmenting wildlife habitat for many species.  Fragmentation makes species more vulnerable to predators, parasites, competition from edge species, and other catastrophic events.  These problems may cause a permanent reduction in species diversity, survival and reproduction.  
Q.  If the proposed line is built, approximately how much land would be on the right-of-way in Missouri?    
A.  Its footprint will be huge.  If the line in Missouri is 206 miles in length, and the right-of-way is on average 175 feet wide, it will cover over 190 million square feet, or approximately 4,370 acres of land.  To put that in perspective, in terms of acreage the right-of-way would be larger than all but 10 of the 53 state parks in Missouri.    
Q.  What types of land would be included in this footprint?

A.  According to Grain Belt, the right-of-way will encompass just over 883 acres of forest land, about 154 acres of wetlands, about 1,317 acres of grasslands or pastures, and just over 500 acres of agriculture land.  In addition, along the way it will cross an estimated 286 Missouri streams, as well as 30 other larger bodies of water including the rivers bordering our state. The wildlife in the path of this line would be acutely affected by further habitat fragmentation.  
Q.  What are some of the specific problems related to fragmented and degraded habitats?

A.  The problems include reduced nesting and breeding densities; loss of population vigor and overall density; habitat and site abandonment; behavioral modification; and disturbance and displacement resulting in unsuitability of the habitat.  
Q.  Does any recognized environmental organization share some of your concerns about the impact of the proposed line on wildlife?

A.  Yes, Schedule AW-1 to my testimony is a letter to the Commission from Ducks Unlimited.  Among other things, they are concerned about the potential deaths to birds which will be caused by the line.  They suggested an alternative route, but Grain Belt chose not to accept it.        

Q.  Do you believe that the problems you have mentioned here are likely to become more and more pronounced? 

A.  Yes, these impacts will become more severe if we encourage the development of more and more wind farms with longer and longer high voltage transmission lines in known migratory paths or other wildlife sensitive habitat.   The line proposed here by Grain Belt would by itself interfere with the migration paths of millions of birds and untold numbers of bats. Adverse consequences for wildlife include increased mortality, displacement and habitat loss.   I feel that these impacts deserve serious consideration by the Commission in deciding this case.
Q.  Will Grain Belt be conducting any kind of formal Environmental Impact Statement for the portion of the proposed line in Missouri?

A.  Apparently not.  In answer to our discovery requests, Grain Belt stated that no formal Environmental Impact Statement is required for this project under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), and so they apparently are choosing not to conduct any kind of formal environmental impact study in Missouri.

Q.  Would a formal Environmental Impact Study of the type required by NEPA address many of your concerns?

A.  Yes, it would.  Unfortunately, Grain Belt has decided not to undertake any such study before it constructs a high-voltage transmission line from one side of our state to the other.  

Q. Do you have any recommendations for the Commission?

A.  Yes, if the Commission does see some merit in the Grain Belt proposal, before giving final approval to the line, I would ask that it order Grain Belt to conduct a formal Environmental Impact Study in Missouri of the type required by the NEPA.  
If the Commission does not choose to order such a study, I would recommend that at a minimum Grain Belt be ordered to conduct pre-construction micro siting studies for raptors and bats.  This might at least give us some sense of the damage which would be inflicted by the line.  An ounce of prevention here could make a real difference in avoiding needless wildlife fatalities rather than merely trying to mitigating them later.  
Under either scenario, I would recommend that the study or studies be subject to review by the Commission and the parties to this case, and that the Commission order additional hearings on the matter if it finds them to be warranted by the results. The Commission may also wish to consider re-routing the line if warranted by the Environmental Impact Statement.
Q.  Does that conclude your testimony?

A.  Yes, it does.
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