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    Dirty Power Within Vermont

The Abt Associates’ “Dirty Air, Dirty Power,” report highlights the need for lower emissions from Midwestern power plants.  The report states that “Vermont produces the least amount of pollution of any of the lower 48 states (Burlington Free Press, 2004).”  Unfortunately, Vermont suffers from the pollution that flows into the state from the Midwestern power plants.  


Many of the power plants burn coal, which is a major pollutant.  The pollution includes sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxide, carbon dioxide and mercury.  Also troubling are the power plants that were built during the 1940s and 1950s.  These plants do not have the modern technology in them to make them cleaner.  While technology does exist that could update these older power plants and make them cleaner, the Bush administration allows them to operate as is.  


The costs and effects of the pollution within Vermont are quite significant and broad.  The health effects for Vermonters is quite problematic.  It is estimated that thirty-two Vermonters die prematurely every year due to the Midwestern pollution.  The pollution contributes to health problems such as: lung cancer, asthma, sudden infant death 

syndrome and heart attacks.  Vermont also suffers environmental damages due to the pollution.  As mentioned earlier, coal fired power plants emit mercury, which is a significant problem for the environment, especially in Vermont.  The high levels of mercury within the states’ waterways not only pollute but also damage fish species and the wildlife that eat the fish.  The acid rain that helps to carry the pollutants from the Midwest into Vermont can deplete the nutrients in our forests, thus killing the trees.  The pollution also contributes to the increased warming as a result of the ozone depletion.  Increased temperatures within the state have a broad effect on many industries within the state.  Warmer temperatures would weaken the winter months, which would aggravate the skiing industry.  The temperature rise could also kill various hardwoods, thus impacting the foliage and maple sugaring seasons.  The Vermont Natural Resources Committee agrees that fossil fuel use has major detrimental impacts within Vermont and states that “…common environmental problems associated with fossil fuel combustion include:” 

· Twenty-five percent of all lakes in Vermont are home to fish that exceed EPA 

      standards for mercury.

· Over half of the high elevation red spruce canopy has perished due to acid deposition.

· Global climate change threatens the existence of Vermont’s northern hardwood forest.  (Vermont Natural Resources Committee website)      

These long-term environmental effects combined with the immediate health risks highlight the need for Midwestern power plants to reduce their emissions.  


Senator Jeffords has proposed legislation that would aggressive attack the pollution from Midwestern power plants.  Jeffords’ plan would enact stricter regulations and require the power plants to become cleaner.  Jeffords’ proposals would cost the 
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utility industry approximately thirty-four billion dollars to improve the coal burning power plants.  This is a significant cost and a burden that the utility industry does not want to see occur.  

The Bush administration is also critical of Jeffords’ plan.  The Bush administration has continually sought to weaken or remove clean air laws, which regulate the utility industry.  As Jeffords’ stated: “Rather than move forward on legislation to make our air cleaner, we have spent the last three and a half years trying to prevent the Bush administration from weakening clean air standards (Burlington Free Press, 2004).”  By removing the costly regulations, the Bush administration would save the power plants millions, if not billions, of dollars.  It is not suprising that the utility industry has been a major contributor to the Bush administration.   

Needless to say, the impacts of the Jeffords’ legislation would benefit Vermont and the environment, but place financial and operational burdens on the Midwestern power plants.  Being clean, within the utility industry, is quite costly.  However, the benefits of having cleaner power plants result in saving lives and creating a healthier environment.  This type of cost-benefit analysis would seem to clearly point to the need for cleaner power plants, yet the current administration appears unwilling to fully adopt a pro-environment stance.  

Utility industry officials and supporters argue that updating the power plants to make them cleaner would ultimately cost too much.  New regulations would increase energy costs, which would get passed onto the customers. For Vermont, there are no 
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direct benefits from the Midwestern power plants.  Vermonters do not receive their energy from the Midwestern power plants, yet they do receive the negative effects, which is the pollution.  Vermont simply does not benefit from these power plants.  

The residents of the Midwest, who depend on the power plants for cheap energy, do benefit from their operation.  These residents, unlike Vermonters, do receive their energy from these power plants.  Midwestern residents have an interest in seeing the power plants continue to produce cheap energy.  Jeffords’ proposed legislation would place various burdens on the power plants.  The financial costs of upgrading the power plants would be passed onto the customers of the Midwestern states.  

The major players of this issue are obviously the power plants of the Midwest versus the New England states.  However, nationally, the Midwestern power plants contribute to the overall energy and economy of the U.S.  Enacting stricter regulations, such as Jeffords’ proposals, would not only burden the Midwest, they would also have a national impact.  The conflict is ultimately between the victims (i.e. New England states) and the perpetrators (i.e. the Midwest power plants).  However, the utility industry is a national interest, which widens the arena in which this issue will be debated and will be difficult to change.  However, the New England states, especially Vermont have significant and concrete problems, such as premature deaths, due to the Midwestern pollution.   The victim states can point to the multiple health effects and environmental damages from the current standard and operation of the power plants.  Evidence supports the claims by the victim states, which therefore strengthens the case against the power 

4

plants.  Heart attacks, lung cancer, asthma, mercury levels in fish, acid rain, etc. are all issue that can be documented and shown to be related to the polluting effects from the Midwestern power plants.  Within Vermont, the toll of dirty power is real and tangible.  For these reasons, attorney generals from New England states, including Vermont, have brought a lawsuit against the polluting power plants of the Midwest.  This has been done, in hopes of saving Vermont and its neighbors from the detrimental effects of coal-fired power plants.  In the broader sense, the lawsuit could create change within the energy industry and create precedent that forces the industry to focus more on curbing pollution.  

How can the burdens and problems found in Vermont be compared to the possible increased energy costs that the utility industry could face if stricter regulations were enacted?  The environmental and health effects from pollution should be of national interest as well.  It is simply due to weather patterns that Vermont and the rest of New England, suffers the damages caused by the Midwestern plants.  New England has no control over the weather and the flow of the pollution.  As mentioned earlier, Vermont produces the least amount of pollution, yet due to circumstances that it currently does not have any control over, the state must suffer from the lack of care the power industry has about its current polluting practices.  Currently, it does not seem possible for the energy industry to voluntarily enact stricter regulations that would cut emissions and reduce the amount of pollution being sent to Vermont.  The most plausible chances for Vermont to find relief will either be found within legislation, such as Senator Jeffords proposals or 
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through legal action, as is seen in Vermont’s lawsuit against the power plants.  Vermont should not have to suffer for the indifference of the utility industry

.   
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