Just Aesthetics

I was having lunch with my niece Jennifer in Calgary a couple of years ago.  I was bitching away about the wind turbines strung out along Cowley Ridge down in the Oldman River country.  If you don’t know it, that part of the world is real big-sky, cowboy country. As a prairie boy who grew up in wide open spaces, I find the new industrialized skyline oppressive, it makes me feel hemmed in and claustrophobic.  Jennifer, a successful environmental consultant by profession, said that was old fart nostalgia talking - just aesthetics.  We need green energy, she said, and I just have to get with the program.

I know this is true.  Energy consumption is growing at a breakneck pace world wide and nobody is going to do without that air conditioner and big screen TV, right?  Well. okay, and I know that in the face of that growing demand New Zealand has to develop a ‘green’ source of energy. Of course, by energy we mean cheap energy.  Kiwis have decided that wind power is the answer. so that means gigantic land based wind ‘farms’ like the Hayes Project in central Otago. 
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Wide open spaces. Ron Jones on Great Moss during the cicada hatch.

They’re going to stick this thing right in my back yard, behind the Rock and Pillar http://www.middlemarch.co.nz/big_hut/files/wonders3.html
range on Great Moss lake, because not only is there lots of wind up there but nobody important is going to see it, particularly the city dwellers who ‘need’ all that power.  What this means is a unique and sensitive landscape http://www.botany.otago.ac.nz/tussockconservation/ that has remained more or less the same since the last ice age is going to be transformed into an industrial plant, almost overnight.  Miles of roads, massive turbine towers, transformers, pylons, transmission lines and thousands of tons of concrete. Farming has undoubtedly had an impact on that wild tussock grass prairie, but overgrazing can be healed by removing the sheep for a while. This is different.  This is permanent. Most people, like my young environmentalist niece, reckon the ‘trade-off’ is worth it.  I hope so.

Everybody believes wind power is a good thing, so the project is going ahead with the blessing of the public majority. By the way, the Hayes Project is to be the biggest wind power project in the world, so I guess it will be some sort of tourist attraction to boot. Maybe there’ll be some sort of drive-through tussock country theme park and interpretive centre where folks can experience the old wilderness in comfort. As far as I’m concerned it just means this is the last season I’ll fish the cicada hatch on Great Moss.  I’m more than a bit annoyed, because in Otago I’d found a place to recapture that old-time feeling I had as a kid – the feeling of solitude, of wild space and the freedom to roam in it. Just an aesthetic thing, I admit. But hey, I’ve got a truck and a fly rod, and New Zealand still has lots of great unspoiled country for me to enjoy - enough to see me out anyway.  

