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Field Trip

NIMBY-Environmentally Cleaner Energy.  Is there a real winner?

On September 4th, 2001, I attended a town hall meeting in Mount Vernon on Millennium Pipeline Company's application with FERC (Federal Energy Regulatory Commission) to put an underground natural gas pipeline in Northern Westchester County and specifically through Mount Vernon.  This meeting brought concerned citizens from Mount Vernon and the surrounding cities, as well as environmentalists, legislators, mayors, lawyers, FERC agents and commissioners, and Millennium workers together.  According to Congressman Benjamin Gilman who supported the Pipeline project, the idea behind the pipeline is to provide a cleaner energy fuel to be burned that will allow for conservation of energy.  

However the complaints with the proposal were more than the positives that Millennium was able to express.  For instance, County Executive Spano stated that the pipeline will harm rather than help Westchester County since no Westchester County resident will be able to reap the benefits of the pipeline.  Instead residents will see their backyards ripped up w/ no assurance that ConEdison will pay to clean it up, and no decisions have been made as far as where the gas will go once the line is hooked up.  Only 2/5 of the New York Independent Systems Operator (NYISO) electricity is being used, so this pipeline, it was argued, will not help solve the much talked about capacity problem. 

Paul Fiener, the Supervisor of the Town of Greenburg commented that 2.1 million miles of pipeline will be laid, all of which must be routinely inspected for leaks.  With only 100 inspectors in the budget of Millennium, that leaves an overwhelming 21,000 miles of pipeline per inspector.  Apparently the pipeline would be on two earthquake faults, would run under a water supply aquaduct and two nuclear power plants.  Other concerns voiced looked at the problem of deforestation of the area in order to dig up the earth to lay the pipeline and to gain access to these areas, as well as the unearthing of herbicides and pesticides, possibly allowing them to be transported more easily by air and water than if left alone.  

There was a ConEdison alternative route that was discussed as well, however it was condemned by Jim Tierny from the New York Attorney General's Office.  Apparently, it would route the pipeline into a 2.5 mile stretch of the New Croton Watershed.  Construction of the pipeline and compaction of the soil will cause phosphorous to impair the watershed.  The Attorney General's representative requested the pipeline avoid the watershed.  

Comments were made by Lauren Fischer from Pace Environmental Litigation Clinic representing Hudson Riverkeeper.  The Riverkeeper stated they were strongly opposed to the Pipeline because it crossed the Hudson River at Haverstraw Bay which is one of the most productive estuarine environments in the United States.  According to Fischer, the pipeline at this location would cause 236,000 cubic yards of bottom to be ripped out and the result would be to disrupt the physical and biological balance of the Bay, threaten its critical habitat serving as a major feeding, spawning, and overwintering location for numerous fish and wildlife, including federally endangered shortnose sturgeon and the Atlantic sturgeon.  

Senator Clinton, who was not there but had a representative speaking on her behalf, criticized the project because it endangers the Croton watershed and the region's drinking supplies, and its proximity to schools and residential areas is an unacceptable danger.

As of yet FERC has not approved the application of Millennium Pipeline to put the gas pipeline through Mount Vernon.  On a personal note, I feel that the pipelines have been built like this all over the nation in order to get natural gas to facilities and to convert it into a cleaner and more efficient energy than coal which then consumers can buy.  I am sure they did this with minimal health effects to themselves.  Of course there were probably disruptions and limited destruction to the natural environment and its inhabitants. However, unfortunately the situation we have gotten ourselves into is one that I believe requires risk to get out of.  Yes, we may be trading one environmental or health risk or threat for another, but I believe this is the direction we must head in order to stop ourselves from sliding down the slippery slope we have already jumped on when our nation provided us all with energy whether in our homes or in our cars that is too affordable.  We took advantage of it and used it to depletion of the resources and to the intoxication of our bodies.  Now there is only one way to stop from falling of the edge, and I believe that is to make radical changes in the area of energy consumption, like the pipeline.  

