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PORTLAND, Maine — 
Unfounded claims about 
offshore wind threatening 
whales have surfaced as a 
flashpoint in the fight over 
the future of renewable 
energy.

In recent months, conser-
vatives including former 
President Donald Trump 
have claimed construction 
of offshore wind turbines is 
killing the giant animals.

Scientists say there is 
no credible evidence link-
ing offshore wind farms to 
whale deaths. But that hasn’t 
stopped conservative groups 
and ad hoc “not in my back 
yard”-style anti-develop-
ment groups from making 
the connection.

The Associated Press 
sorts fact from fiction when 
it comes to whales and wind 
power below.

Where are U.S. offshore 
wind projects?

To date, two commercial 
offshore wind farms are 
under construction in the 
United States. 

Danish wind energy 
developer Ørsted and 
the utility Eversource are 
building South Fork Wind, 
located 35 miles east of 
Montauk Point, New York. 
Ørsted announced Dec. 
7 that the first of its 12 
turbines there is now send-
ing electricity onto the grid. 
Vineyard Wind is building 
a 62-turbine wind farm 15 
miles off Massachusetts. 
Both plan to open by early 
next year, and other large 
offshore wind projects are 
obtaining permits.

There are also two pilot 
projects — five turbines off 
Rhode Island and two off 
Virginia. The Biden admin-
istration aims to power 10 
million homes with offshore 
wind by 2030 — a key piece 
of its climate goals.

Lawsuits from commu-
nity groups delayed Ørst-
ed’s two large offshore wind 

projects in New Jersey 
and the company recently 
announced it’s canceling 
those projects. That decision 
was based on their economic 
viability and had nothing to 
do with offshore wind oppo-
sition in New Jersey, said 
David Hardy, group execu-
tive vice president and CEO 
Americas at Ørsted.

Are U.S. wind farms 
causing whale deaths?

Experts say there’s no 
evidence that limited wind 
farm construction on the 
Atlantic Coast has resulted 
in any whale deaths, despite 
politically motivated state-
ments suggesting a link.

Rumors began to swirl 
after 2016, when an unusual 
number of whales started to 
be found dead or stranded 
on New England beaches 
— a trend that predates 
major offshore wind farm 
construction that began this 
year.

“With whale strandings 
along the Northeast earlier 
this year in places like 
New Jersey, the reality is 
that it’s not from offshore 
wind,” said Aaron Rice, a 
marine biologist at Cornell 

University.
In Europe, where offshore 

wind has been developed for 
more than three decades, 
national agencies also have 
not found causal links 
between wind farms and 
whale deaths.

What real dangers do 
whales face?

While the causes of 
recent whale strandings 
along the East Coast mostly 
are not known, whales do 
face dangers from human 
activities.

The biggest threats are 
shipping collisions and 
entanglement in fishing 
gear, according to scien-
tists and federal authorities. 
Underwater noise pollution 
is another concern, they say.

Since 2016, humpback 
whales have been dying 
at an advanced rate — one 
the federal government 
terms an “unusual mortal-
ity event.” The much rarer 
North Atlantic right whale 
with fewer than 360 on 
Earth is also experiencing 
an unusual mortality event.

NOAA reports 83 whales 
have died off the East Coast 
since Dec. 1, 2022. 

What’s being done to 
protect whales near wind 
farms?

Federal law sets limits on 
human-generated sound 
underwater for continu-
ous noise and short sudden 
bursts.

Marine construction 
projects can reduce possi-
ble impact on marine 
mammals, including by 
pausing construction during 
migration seasons, using 
“bubble curtains” to contain 
sound from pile-driving and 
stationing trained observers 
with binoculars on ships to 
look for marine mammals.

Offshore wind devel-
opers are taking steps 
required by regulators, but 
also are voluntarily adopting 
measures to ensure marine 
mammals are not harmed. 
Ørsted won’t drive piles 
between Dec. 1 and April 
30, when whales are on the 
move. It uses additional 
lookout vehicles, encircles 
monopiles for turbines with 
bubble curtains and does 
underwater acoustic moni-
toring.

Equinor plans to use 
acoustic monitoring and 
infrared cameras to detect 

whales when it starts devel-
oping two lease areas off 
Long Island with its partner 
bp. The company says it will 
limit pile driving to months 
when right whales are least 
likely to be present.

Why are some people 
alleging wind farms cause 
whale deaths?

One opponent of offshore 
wind is the Heritage Foun-
dation, a conservative think 
tank based in Washington.

Diana Furchtgott-Roth, 
director of the foundation’s 
center for energy, climate 
and environment, wrote 
in November that Ørsted’s 
scrapped New Jersey wind 
project was “unsightly” and 
a threat to wildlife.

Ørsted’s Hardy said 
claims about wind farms 
killing whales are “not 
scientific” but “very much 
politically-driven misinfor-
mation.”

The Heartland Insti-
tute, another conservative 
public policy group, has 
also pushed back at offshore 
wind projects. 

And smaller anti-wind 
groups have also organized 
in coastal communities to 

oppose projects they feel 
jeopardize water views, 
coastal industries and 
recreation.

What’s the impact of 
misinformation?

Offshore wind opponents 
are using unsupported 
claims about harm to whales 
to try to stop projects. Misin-
formation can cause angst in 
coastal communities where 
developers need to build 
shoreside infrastructure to 
operate a wind farm.

Are whales impacted by 
climate change?

One reason whale advo-
cates push for renewable 
energy is that they say 
climate change is harming 
the animals — and less reli-
ance on fossil fuels would 
help solve that problem.

Scientists say global 
warming has caused the 
right whale’s preferred 
food — tiny crustaceans 
— to move as waters have 
warmed. That means the 
whales have strayed from 
protected areas of ocean, 
leaving them vulnerable 
to ship strikes and 
entanglements.

Wind farms not killing whales, scientists say

Beachgoers gawk at a dead whale Jan. 31 in Lido Beach, New York. More than 80 whales have died off the East Coast since Dec. 1, 2022. SETH WENIG/AP
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PORTLAND, Ore. — From 
June 25 to July 2, 2021, the 
Pacific Northwest expe-
rienced a record-break-
ing heat wave that sent 
the normally temperate 
region into Death Valley-
like extremes that took a 
heavy toll on trees as well as 
people.

Seattle and Portland, Ore., 
recorded their hottest-ever 
temperatures, reaching 108 
degrees and 116 degrees, 
respectively. In British 
Columbia, the small town of 
Lytton reached 121 degrees.

What become known as 
the “heat dome” is estimated 
to have killed hundreds of 
people in Oregon, Washing-
ton and British Columbia.

As this human tragedy 
unfolded, a lesser-known 
ecological tragedy was 
happening, one that scien-
tists warn has grim reper-
cussions for the world’s 
plants and the many animal 
species that depend on 
them.

In a matter of a few days, 
the 2021 heat dome turned 
many of the green leaves and 
needles on the region’s trees 
to orange, red and brown.

But, as recent research 
suggests, tree foliage didn’t 
simply dry out in the heat. 
Instead, it underwent 
“widespread scorching.”

“A lot of this redden-
ing and browning of leaves 
was just that the leaves 
cooked. It really wasn’t a 
drought story,” said Chris 
Still, professor at Oregon 
State University’s College 
of Forestry and a leading 
researcher on the effects of 
heat on trees.

Still is among a growing 
number of scientists inves-
tigating what they say is a 
new, woefully underesti-
mated threat to the world’s 
plants: climate change-
driven extreme heat.

In recent years, scientists 
in the Pacific Northwest 
have linked the decline of 
10 native tree species to 
drought.

In many cases, conditions 
that have brought about the 
decline are known as “hot 
droughts.”

Driven by above-normal 
temperatures, hot droughts 
can be far more damaging 
to trees than droughts that 
result simply from a lack of 
moisture. Hot droughts not 
only dry out soil; they also 
dry out the air. This stresses 
trees and can cause wa-
ter-carrying tissues inside 
them to collapse — a process 
called “hydraulic failure.”

In a paper earlier this year 
in the journal Tree Physiol-
ogy, Still made the case that 
damage to the region’s trees 
during the heat dome was 

triggered primarily by direct 
damage from heat and solar 
radiation rather than indi-
rectly by drought caused by 
the extreme heat.

“I’m not trying to say that 
drought is not a huge and 
important factor,” said Still. 
“But I think with events 
like the 2021 heat wave 
becoming more common 
and intense, it’s import-
ant to look at the response 
of trees and other plants to 
these events and not just at 
drought, which has been the 
dominant paradigm.”

Still’s argument includes 
the observation that “foliage 
scorch” was primarily found 
on the southern and western 
sides of trees and forests — 
a pattern that follows the 
track of the sun across the 
summer sky.

“Basically, it was like a 

sunburn across the entire 
forest. It was quite disturb-
ing,” said co-author Daniel 
DePinte, U.S. Forest Service 
aerial survey program 
manager, who observed 
the phenomenon from an 
airplane.

Multiple tree species 
were scorched, DePinte 
said, noting that the role 
played by the sun became 
clear when the same trees 
were viewed from an orien-
tation not exposed to direct 
sunlight.

“It almost appeared as 
if the forest damage disap-
peared,” he said.

The paper was written 
in response to an earlier 
study published in the same 
journal that argued a differ-
ent position: that the heat 
dome led to widespread 
drought stress and hydrau-

lic failure in Pacific North-
west trees. “Overall I agree 
... that heat damage played 
a big role in the damage 
caused to trees (during) the 
2021 PNW heat wave. But 
in my view, hydraulic fail-
ure was as important, if not 
more,” wrote that study’s 
lead author Tamir Klein, 
professor of plant and envi-
ronmental sciences at the 
Weizmann Institute of 
Science in Rehovot, Israel.

Exactly how hot is too 
hot for trees and other 
plants is the research focus 
of William Hammond, a 
plant ecophysiologist at the 
University of Florida.

Hammond called the 
scientific community’s 
current understanding of 
extreme heat’s effect on 
plants a worrying “blind 
spot.”

“One thing is for sure, 
we know a lot more about 
how dry is too dry for plant 
survival than we know about 
how hot is too hot,” he said.

What scientists call “ther-
mal tolerances” have been 
established for just 1,028, or 
less than 1%, of the world’s 
330,200 recognized land-
based plants, according 
to a frequently cited 2020 
paper in The Proceedings 
of the National Academy of 
Sciences.

No single thermal limit 
fits all plant species, but in 
general, extreme damage to 
plant tissues occurs around 
122 degrees Fahrenheit (50 
Celsius), Hammond said.

“With those temperatures 
you might think ‘wow, the 
air doesn’t get that hot,’ but 
that’s the temperature of the 
plant, not the temperature of 
the air. And those things can 
be quite different,” he said.

Just how different is 
something that Still has been 
tracking.

During the heat dome, 
he and colleagues recorded 
air temperatures around 
a Douglas fir tree reach-
ing 112 degrees, the hottest 
ever recorded in the forest 
where the measurements 
were taken. The needles of 
the tree, however, reached 
124 due to exposure to direct 
sunlight.

Still says observations 
like this and similar ones 
in forests around the world 
dispute a common miscon-
ception even among some 
scientists that plants can 
withstand extreme temps 
and stay cooler than the air 
around them, especially 
when given access to water.

“Plants can control their 
temperature to some degree, 
but if the heat is extreme 
enough, some plants won’t 
be able to get through it even 
if they have a ton of water,” 
he said.

Hammond has reached 
the same conclusion 
based on work in his lab. 
“If temperature gets high 
enough, heat stress can kill 
living plant tissues even if 
they have water,” he said.

Trees, plants face new heat threat

Environmental Protection Agency scientist Peter Beedlow examines dead Douglas fir trees Oct. 27 in Oregon’s  Willamette 
National Forest. The trees died from insect damage following heat stress the previous summer. AMANDA LOMAN/AP 

Pacific Northwest’s 
high temps ‘cooked’ 
widespread foliage

CLIMATE CHANGE
The Baltimore Sun  |  Wednesday, December 27, 2023  11




