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July 22, 2022 
 
Although I testified at the February 2, 2022, Planning Board Meeting for Skunk Hill Solar, I 
would like to note the many official guidelines, policies, renewable energy procurement 
restrictions and position statements published by the State and various environmental and 
planning organizations that document why the clearing of forests, particularly core forests (those 
forests greater or equal to 250 acres of unfragmented forest and one of only 6 such core forest 
areas in Hopkinton), is a significant adverse environmental impact.  Please see the following 
excerpts from relevant documents (bold type as it appears in the original sources): 
 

1)  RIDEM-Freshwater Wetlands Program and Stormwater Construction Permitting 
Ground-Mounted Solar Array Guidance (June 2021) 
http://www.dem.ri.gov/programs/benviron/water/permits/ripdes/stwater/pdfs/solar-guidance.pdf  
 

• RIDEM OWR aims to balance conservation of natural resources with promotion of  
renewable energy opportunities, including ground-mounted solar. The clearing of  
forests and other green spaces (including farmland) for the siting for groundmounted 
solar arrays is strongly discouraged. Avoiding forested sites and existing open space 
may alleviate environmental concerns and accelerate the permitting process. 

• The siting of ground-mounted solar arrays on sites that are already cleared or  
disturbed or otherwise cannot be developed is encouraged (i.e. brownfields; closed  
landfills; gravel pits; commercial/industrial developed lots). 

• RIDEM OWR discourages the blasting of large areas of ledge, particularly on  
forested areas that are proposed to be cleared, as this can have unanticipated  
impacts on groundwater-fed surface waters. 

• When proposing solar arrays adjacent to Freshwater Wetlands, panels should be designed 
so they will not be shaded (now or in the future) by trees located in freshwater wetlands 
or jurisdictional buffers, especially on the south side of the project area. 

• Other land disturbance activities associated with construction and operation of a solar 
array, such as access roads and utility interconnections, should also be designed to avoid 
and minimize disturbance to natural areas, including freshwater wetlands and their 
associated jurisdictional buffers 

 
2) Rhode Island Forest Conservation Act (2021) 

http://webserver.rilegislature.gov//Statutes/TITLE2/2-27/INDEX.htm.  
 

"The 2021 RI Forest Conservation Act established State policy, that forest land has many 
important values, including, but not limited to: clean air, clean water, economic importance, 
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climate change mitigation, habitat, and supporting human health and well-being. Forest land 
should be maintained to meet Rhode Island's aggressive climate change goals through carbon 
sequestration and storage. Core forest land and connecting natural areas should be conserved 
to prevent ongoing fragmentation of the state's forests. Moreover, forest conservation is 
necessary to protect and maintain water quality and important wildlife habitat. It is in the best 
interest of the people that the state identify and acquire the development rights to core and 
unfragmented forests so as to maintain these important forest values for future generations. 
Moreover, the state must develop incentives to encourage private forest land owners to 
maintain forests and to enhance urban and community forestry ecosystems that provide 
collective benefits to people and wildlife, including filtering air and water, controlling storm 
water, conserving energy, and a myriad of additional critical benefits.” 

 
3) State of Rhode Island RFP#7611868 (dated March 1, 2021) 

TITLE: Renewable Energy Procurement of Virtual Net Metering Credits 
http://www.purchasing.ri.gov/RIVIP/StateAgencyBids/7611868.pdf  
 

“Siting Requirements A Virtual Net Metering Project proposal must be located within the 
State of Rhode Island and will be given the strongest consideration if the bidder 
demonstrates that the project proposal is in less environmentally sensitive locations. This 
includes brownfields, as defined in 870-RICR-20- 00-1 and meaning “a property with 
which the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse may be complicated by the presence or 
potential presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant, or contaminant”, former landfills, 
gravel pits and other previously disturbed type properties in all municipal zoned areas, as 
well as commercial, industrial, and manufacturing developed and undeveloped zoned 
lots. Projects located on undeveloped residential zoned areas, existing agricultural or 
farmlands and unfragmented forest parcels that are 250 acres or greater will not be 
considered as part of this RFP.” 
(NOTE: this was a State generated RFP to conform to State Guidelines of forest cutting) 

 
4) Office of Energy Resources - "Principles for Renewable Energy Siting" provides in part 

as follows: 
http://www.energy.ri.gov/documents/renewable/Solar_Siting_Information_Public_PPT_
Feb_2019.pdf  

 
7. Encourage renewable energy development on commercial and industrial zoned 
land, on already developed land, and in other locations with environmental 
alterations such as closed landfills, brownfields, parking lots, commercial and 
residential rooftops, sand and gravel pits. 
 
8. Support the economic viability of farms through appropriate renewable energy 
development as a complementary use in a manner which keeps farms in 
agricultural production while preserving agricultural soils.  
 
9. Promote policies that recognize ecological services and sensitivity as well as 
habitat connectivity in the siting of renewable energy projects. 
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12. Provide local governments with guidance on smart renewable energy siting 
and to ensure consistency between the state guide plan and local ordinances and 
policies. Establish a timeline for all municipalities to adopt renewable energy 
siting ordinances and associated processes. 

 
5) Value of Rhode Island Forests, August 2019 by RI Forest Conservation Advisory 

Committee and the RI Tree Council  
http://www.dem.ri.gov/programs/bnatres/forest/pdf/forest-value.pdf 
 

In summary:   
• 56% of Rhode Island is covered by forest.  An estimated 213,000 acres, or 58% of the 

forested land in the state, is considered core forest. Core forests are defined in this 
report as blocks of forested land greater than 250 acres in size (and 30 meters or 
greater back from roads). Such large, intact forests have high conservation value. 

• In 2016, the Rhode Island Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reduction Plan prepared by the 
Executive Climate Change Coordinating Council advised that meeting the state’s 
emissions goals could be compromised by continued loss of forested land and 
recommended exploring a “no net-loss of forests” policy. Forests contribute to 
climate mitigation by storing carbon as biomass and by sequestering carbon from the 
atmosphere. 

• Many of Rhode Island’s rural communities are fundamentally characterized by 
surrounding forestland. Forests bring a “sense of place” to these communities – a 
meaning and connection between people and their physical environment. 

• Rhode Island’s forests provide unique habitats that support thousands of wildlife 
species of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fish, and invertebrates, and close to 
2,900 plants. Many species are forest interior dependent and rely on core forests for 
their habitat requirements. 

• Wildlife species play a direct role in sustaining healthy forest ecosystem function that 
delivers value to humans and the landscape. Fragmentation is one of the greatest 
threats to Rhode Island’s forests and many wildlife species that rely on them for 
habitat.  

• Forest fragmentation is the breaking of large, contiguous, forested areas into smaller 
pieces of forest, which are typically separated by roads, agriculture, utility corridors, 
subdivisions, or other human development. 

 
6) SYNAPSE: Solar Siting Opportunities for Rhode Island, August 18, 2020 

http://www.energy.ri.gov/documents/renewable/Solar%20Siting%20Opportunities%20for%20R
hode%20Island.pdf  
 

• “Synapse examined and quantified solar potential for the following six siting categories: 
• Rooftop solar (including rooftops of residential single family, residential multifamily,  

commercial, industrial, municipal, and other building types) 
• Ground-mounted solar in the following four categories: (1) Landfills, (2) gravel pits, (3)  
   brownfields, and (4) commercial and industrial developed and undeveloped lots 
• Parking lot / carport solar 
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• These categories were identified by OER as types of locations that could aid in 
policymakers’ decisions for balancing future solar PV development with other land use 
interests such as conservation, farming/agriculture and housing development.” 

 
7) RIDEM Wildlife Action Plan, 2015 
 

• “Rhode Island’s forests replenish oxygen and cleanse the air; wetlands clear toxic 
elements from the water and absorb runoff. Birds and other wildlife species help 
control pests, disperse seed, recycle nutrients, pollinate plants, and maintain a 
resilient but still delicate balance; a web-of-life that also is in need of conservation 
and long-term stewardship. The contributions that wildlife and wild places make to 
the quality of life in the Rhode Island cannot be fully measured or quantified.” 

 
8) “The Solar Siting Challenge: Aligning State Incentives With Climate Toals & Core 

Forest Protection” (April 25, 2022 Webinar jointly hosted by Audubon Society of RI, 
Conservation Law Foundation, Green Energy Consumers Alliance, Grow Smart RI, Save 
The Bay, and The Nature Conservancy). 
https://asri.org/webinar/solarsiting2022.html 

 
• The status quo is not working: the State’s instate renewable energy program incentives are 

at odds with our Act On Climate goals and the public’s investment of protecting our most 
critical open space for environmental benefits, wildlife habitat, and recreation. Programs to 
incentivize renewable energy development were designed to benefit the lowest price options. 
This has unintentionally led to clearcutting large tracts of critical forestland as developers 
focus on inexpensive and privately owned open space. At the same time, municipalities 
across the state are pushing back and passing ordinances prohibiting solar development. 
 

• The goal and opportunity: working with legislative sponsors and a variety of stakeholders, 
we can focus H 7531 to significantly expand the Renewable Energy Growth program, align 
in-state renewable energy program incentives with our Act On Climate goals, and shift 
incentives toward preferred sites for solar development while ensuring that these same state 
incentives don’t contribute to the clear-cutting of our shared public investment—critically 
needed unfragmented blocks of core forest. 

 
Virtually all public and private planning and conservation agencies, and many state 
governments, oppose the clear cutting of unfragmented forest to facilitate the installation of 
utility scale solar power precisely because of its unjustifiably negative environmental impact. 
 
Summary of Negative Environmental Impacts from the Proposed Plan for Development 
 
The Board is required under the Hopkinton Land Development and Subdivision Regulations, and 
the applicable state statute from which these regulations derive, to make an affirmative finding of 
“No significant negative environmental impacts from the proposed development” as a condition 
of approval. 
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As noted in previous testimony, numerous neotropical migrant birds, the long-eared bat, bobcat, 
fishers, and numerous other wildlife and wildlife habitat listed in this Plan will be significantly 
negatively impacted by this proposed solar project.  As also documented in previous testimony, 
and through all of the references above, the subject parcel is a rare and valuable environmental 
resource, by virtue of being part of an unfragmented forest, and is also designated as prime 
habitat for the long-eared bat.   
 
With the environmental loss of the clearcut expanse of unfragmented forest; the negative long-
term impacts to wildlife and wildlife habitat; the large amount of additional stormwater from the 
proposed clearing and the impermeable solar arrays traveling over extremely steep slopes and 
eventually directed to sensitive biological wetlands; and the loss of agricultural lands, the 
undisputed and significant environmental impairments from the proposed project do not lend 
themselves to a finding of “no significant negative environmental impact” by the planning 
board.  
 
It is the applicant’s burden of proof to show how the proposed Plan - which is contrary to so 
many official state policy documents and guidelines and completely contrary to the findings and 
recommendations of so many highly respected public and private conservation groups – can 
possibly be determined by the planning board to have “no significant negative environmental 
impacts.” 
 
The applicant has clearly failed to meet that burden. 
 
 
 


