2010 - In Pownal, think biomass, and a 250th anniversary
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Friday January 14, 2011 

POWNAL -- Biomass dominated the news coming out of Pownal in 2010 after it was announced in April that Beaver Wood Energy, LLC, a Maine-based company, was proposing to build a 29.5-megawatt biomass facility at the former Green Mountain Race Track. 

In June, Beaver Wood Managing Director of Operations and Development Thomas Emero outlined the project in further detail to the Select Board, explaining that the plant would also manufacture more than 100,000 tons of wood pellets per year, create about 50 jobs, and make up a little less than 50 percent of the municipal tax burden. 

An opposition group calling itself the Concerned Citizens of Pownal formed after more details on the project were released as Beaver Wood filed for more state permits. Chief among the group's concerns was the impact on air quality, but water quality in supply became an issue, as well as impacts to traffic, local forests, and town aesthetics. The Pownal group was soon joined by a similar organization in Williamstown, Mass., in voicing opposition to the project. 

Currently, Beaver Wood is working to complete its petition for a certificate of public good to the Public Service Board, which it needs to commence construction. It had filed a partial one, hoping to secure a federal funding grant it thought would expire at the end of the year. 

Pownal marked the 250th anniversary of the signing of its charter in 2010 with numerous celebrations, projects, and 
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events. Ray Rodriguez, a member of the Pownal Historical Society, pitched the idea to groups and individuals in town to come up with new events or dedicate old ones to the 250th anniversary, or work on some kind of project. 

Among those events were the dedication of the Center Street area as an historic site and a community picnic, publication of a book of historic photos of the town, an updating of Joe Parks' Pownal history, originally published during the 1970s, a poetry contest, and a resolution by the Legislature citing Pownal on the anniversary. 

Other economic signs of life flickered near the former track, including a 2.2-megawatt solar field, proposed by EOS Ventures, of Massachusetts. EOS had given tour of the proposed construction site over the summer to locals and U.S. Rep. Peter Welch, D-Vermont, but have not commented to the media in recent months as to the project's financing. 

Northeast Wood Products, a sawmill adjacent to the track and closed since 2006, was sold to Manchester Developer Bill Drunsic at a foreclosure auction. Drunsic has plans before the Development Review Board to turn the site into a wood pellet bagging plant. 

The BMW Motorcycle Riders Association held a rally at the former Green Mountain Race Track that drew a several thousand visitors. The track remained the venue for the Tri-State Fair, but 2010 may mark the last year it hosts the Bennington Car Show, which organizers plan to move back to its namesake. 

FairPoint expanded service to 330 customers in North Pownal. Those people will now have access to high-speed Internet. 

In related news, Pownal was one of 12 towns to receive the e-Vermont Grant, which helps entities within the town better utilize existing Internet access. The grant was designed to be a boost to schools, town administration, and local business. It also lets the town have the Front Porch Forum, an online message board where townsfolk can exchange information and have discussions on town issues. 

In April, Select Board member Stephen Kauppi nearly lost his life in a tree-cutting accident. A tree he was cutting "kicked back" on him and broke most of the bones in his upper body. Kauppi was back at board meetings nine weeks later, and while a lifelong resident, said he was surprised and humbled at the level of community support he received. 

Zoning Administrator Nelson Brownell found himself interviewing for his job shortly after Town Meeting Day when it came time for Select Board appointments. Brownell, who is also the board chairman, has been the ZA for most of the past 20 years, but board members decided the position wasn't being advertised widely enough, so they took out advertisements in the Bennington Banner for the position. 

The Planning Commission, which recommends ZAs for the board's approval, interviewed four candidates and ultimately sent John Kelly, of Readsboro, before the board. Kelly's nomination was rejected, and the board ultimately named Brownell to the position, citing experience with the town and the need for the ZA to be able to offer advice to both the boards and those seeking permits. 

Keith Armstrong, resident and former member of the Vermont Fish and Wildlife Board, was exonerated from charges he was feeding deer by leaving pumpkins in the woods. Armstrong, a farmer, argued the pumpkins were piled away from his fields to avoid disease and the state dropped the charge.

