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Lewiston, ME - The hot topic here this winter is not the weather (which is, as usual, not hot!), but whether or not Maine will allow a 145-mile long electricity transmission line to be built from hydro-electric power in Quebec to residents in Massachusetts.  The proposed route would involve a new corridor through 53 miles of forest in Maine and would cross the scenic Kennebec River Gorge before ultimately hooking up with the existing electrical grid here in Lewiston to be transmitted south on the existing grid.  There is no intention to provide any of this electricity to Maine customers, who, like all of New England, already pay considerably higher rates than in other regions of the U.S.  What makes the project attractive to some Mainers is that it will provide 1700 jobs, broadband access along the route, and nearly $20 million in increased taxes annually to communities along the route, including here in Lewiston. 
Much of the opposition comes from citizens in other parts of Maine who are not directly affected.  Their concerns are possible environmental damage due to construction and to potential damage to Maine’s  “brand” of being a total wilderness attractive to tourists and outdoorsman from around the nation.  Because local communities directly affected do not have the final say, this project has all the makings of a political tsunami.  The permits required to undertake the project are controlled by the Maine Public Utilities Commission and the Department of Environmental Protection.  Neither has yet tipped their hand.
The proponents of the project, called New England Clean Energy Connect, are many, but the largest supporter is Central Maine Power (CMP), a large utility company that supplies most of the electrical energy to all of Maine and stands to make a fortune.  It is, as are most major utility conglomerates, very politically powerful.  Although it does not have all Maine politicians in its pocket, CMP is not an opponent which most legislators want to cross. CMP has a flashy website, goodformaine.org, which opens with “Clean Renewable Energy, A project that’s good for Maine.”  Their rationale for claiming that the project benefits Maine is both economical and environmental.   They assert that Maine residents will pay $40 million a year less for electricity for the next 20 years, along with a major reduction in air emissions and carbon dioxide (although mostly in Massachusetts).  The cost of the project is purported to be close to a billion dollars, and, by Maine law, will be paid entirely by Massachusetts rate payers.
Opponents are not so certain about the benefits.  CMP does not have a sterling track record of creating warm feelings among its customers.  I know that I am currently paying considerably more per kilowatt-hour for electricity for our cabin in Maine than at our home in Virginia.  One candidate for Governor this past fall (he did not win) summarized much of the opposition, “I don’t think its a good deal for Maine.  I don’t see what value or benefit Maine gets.  Once again we pay the price, and southern New England gets the benefit.”  He has not elaborated with specifics, but because emotions run high among environmentalists on anything energy related, he does not need to do so.   A much more significant opponent is the Governor-elect, Jenny Mills.  Because neighboring New Hampshire already vetoed the project passing through their state on environmental grounds, Mills is under intense pressure from environmental groups in Maine to do everything in her power to have the project disallowed due to usual arguments (breeding grounds for animals and threats to native brook populations).  Neither of these concerns would appear to be factually based since the land in question has long been used in the timber industry, a far more disruptive environmental force.
The impetus for the project was Massachusetts legislators, along with other New England states, mandating that carbon emissions be reduced by at least 80% by 2050.  Of course, none of these legislators had any idea what could be used to replace the existing coal and natural gas supplies and their utter disdain for nuclear energy, but that had no effect on their “feel good” decision.  They appeared to be in a bind, until CMP and other regional electric companies realized that Quebec had a large surplus of hydro-electric energy.  Suddenly the transmission line was seen as a godsend to at least provide some possibility of meeting the goal.  Then political realities emerged. 
I would not bet either way on this project being started or completed.  Stay tuned.
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