The utility’s partner in the North Dakota project wants to keep it going.

By DAVID SHAFFER * dshaffer@startribune.com

n the plains of North Dakota, two rare
@birds have sparked an unusual fight

between giant energy companies that
have long worked as partners.

The battle erupted over the endangered
whooping crane, which migrates through the
state, and the piping plover, 2 threatened spe-
cies on the northern plains.

Faced with the risk that wind turbine
blades would slash plovers to death and scare
whooping cranes off their nests, Xcel has ter-
minated a proposed 100-unit wind farm in
North Dakota.

But EnXco, a large renewable energy com-
pany that holds a contract to build the $400
million project, objects. The company said
Tuesday it is actively working to address the
bird concerns and says it will challenge Xcel's
decision to cancel the deal, though no lawsuit
has been filed.

Neither company would elaborate Tuesday
on the terse statements they have issued about
the dispute, which has left North Dakota offi-
cials stunned.
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« THAT HURTS US. THERE WAS GOING
TOBE A TOTAL OF 20 JOBS ASSOCIATED
WITH THE MAINTENANCE OF THE
TURBINES, AND SOME OF THOSE
PEOPLE PROBABLY WOULD WANTTO
LIVE IN ELLENDALE.

Don Flaherty, mayor of Ellendale

i

_ Whooping cranes in flight. There was concern that
+turbine noise could scare them from their nests.
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Xcel cancels North Dakota -
wind energy project

Xcel Energy Inc. has can-
celed a $400 million wind farm
in southeastern North Dakota
that potentially threatened two
endangered birds. :

Under federal law, Xcel
would be required to mitigate
threats to the whooping crane
and the piping plover, a step
that carried “uncertainty in
the cost and timing,” the com-
pany caid in a regulatory filing
Friday.

Xcel said it terminated a
2008 agreement with EnXco
Development Corp. to con-
struct the 150-megawatt Mer-
ricourt Wind Project in Dick-

ey and McIntosh counties. The -

project was to have been com-

pleted this year.

“We are glad that they .
made the decision,” said Rob-
ert Johns, a spokesman for the
American Bird Conservan-
cy, which has raised concern

- about an estimated 440,000

birds killed each year by wind
farms.

The whooping crane, the
tallest bird in North Ameri-
ca, is down to 400 in the wild,
according to the U.S. Fish and
wildlife Service. The piping
plover is listed as endangered
in the Great Lakes area, with
just 63 known nesting pairs
in 2008.
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" '“That hurts us,” said Don
Flaherty, mayor of Ellendale,
population 1,300, near the pro-
posed 9,600-acre wind farm in
southeastern North Dakota.

“There was going to be a to-
tal of 20 jobs associated with
the maintenance of the tur-
bines, and some of those peo-
ple probably would want to live
in Ellendale.”

North Dakota Public Service
Commission will review the
matterata meetingWedmsday
A spokesman for the commis-
sxonsaldthls is the first time it
I edtheprospectofalarge
A\ :royect being dmpped '-lll
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der such circumstances.
The 150-megawatt Merri-
court Wind Project has been

under development since 2008 * |

and was to have been complet-
ed this year.

To keep the project alive,
EnXco, the U.S. subsidiary of
a large energy company based
in Paris, recently agreed to rec-

ommendations by the US.Fish

and Wildlife Service to develop
a protection plan for the birds
and to apply for a federal per-
mit allowing “incidental tak-
ing” if one is accidently killed.

Those steps, said Jeffrey
Towner, field supervisor for the
wildlife service in North Dako-
ta, could take up to a year. If the

project went ahead wi ak-
ing those steps, Xcel faced crim-
inal liability under a federal mi-
gratory bird law should a pip-
ing plover or whooping crane
be killed by flying into a blade,
tower or cable, he said.
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""‘{'pwner said about 250

whoOping cranes migrate
throngh that part of North Da-
kota. ‘While one of the

birdsmight strike a turbine, the,

chief toncern is that the hum-
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from nesting areas. EnXco has
proposed to preserve 1,700 acres
of wetlands away from turbines
for crane habitat.

Fewer than 3,000 piping plo-
vers, a small shore bird, are es-
timated to be left in the north-
ern Great Plains, Towner said.
The birds are threatened in
that region, and endangered in
the Great Lakes. He said nest-
ing sites, though no plovers,
have been spotted in the Mer-
ricourt project area.

'I‘hatbirdisbelievedtobe_at' :

greater risk than cranes of flying
intoblades, Towner said. If EnX-
coobtainsan “incidental
permit in North Dakota, it could
be the firstin the state issued for
awind farm, he added.

4 In February, an EnXco of-
icial testified at a regulatory
hearing that the company in-

tended to minimize the effec
on the birds, but said it wou
not develop the habitat plan

seek the taking permit. Town
said EnXco changed its positi:

in the past couple of weeks.

Xcel, in a regulatory filis
Friday, said it was termin:
ing the project because of t]
threat to birds and uncertain
about the cost and time nee
ed to reduce the threat. Xc
spokeswoman Patti Nystue
said canceling the proje
would not causé the compar
to fall short of renewable-ene
gy mandates,

EnXco, the American sul
sidiary of EDF Energies Not
velles, completed another Xc
wind project last year in sout]
western sota,
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