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DOCKET NO. 190 - An application by PDC - El Paso Meriden LLC for a Certificate of Environmental Compatibility and Public Need for the construction, maintenance, and operation of the proposed Meriden Power Project located in the City of Meriden and the Town of Berlin, Connecticut.
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On August 27, 1998, PDC-El Paso Meriden LLC, (PDC-El Paso) applied to the Connecticut Siting Council (Council) for a Certificate of Environmental Compatibility and Public Need (Certificate) to construct a proposed 544 MW natural-gas fired combined cycle electric generation facility in the City of Meriden, Connecticut.  This is the third of several gas-fired plants whose developers are expected to seek Council approval in the wake of the passage of Public Act 98-28, “An Act Concerning Electric Restructuring,” which took effect July 1, 1998.  

Reliability of electric supply is of great importance in Connecticut, a service-oriented state that has become increasingly dependent on high technology and a reliable electric supply.  To improve the reliability of the electric supply system of the state, the proposed facility would operate on natural gas with a proven technology to augment and replace other existing generation facilities in the state.  Some of these existing plants that would be replaced are over 40 years old and approaching retirement.  These existing facilities to be replaced also include nuclear facilities that have retired prematurely.  

We are confident that the proposed technology and natural gas fuel will improve reliability.  However, for those times when adequate volumes of natural gas are not available, the facility would operate on low sulfur fuel oil; a situation not expected to exceed a total of 720 hours per year.  The use of oil as a backup fuel will necessitate four to five trucks delivering oil to the site per hour; therefore, adequate facilities must be planned and developed on site to allow sufficient access and egress for such trucks, an area for truck queuing and unloading, and sufficient space for truck turn-around.  The ultimate result is expected to include increased reliability to both the state and regional electric energy supply. 

The Council is aware that air quality in Connecticut is in need of improvement, which may be possible through the replacement of aging oil-burning generation plants with new, highly efficient gas-fired units.  As the proposed and other new gas-fired plants displace older plants, nitrogen oxides and sulfur dioxide will decrease, improving both state and regional ambient air quality and the health of Connecticut residents. In addition, levels of carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas, will decrease.  These results can be best achieved by employing advanced emissions controls, including dry low-nitrogen oxide combustion and water injection in the combustion turbines and selective catalytic reduction to reduce nitrogen oxide levels, and an oxidation catalyst to reduce carbon monoxide.  To ensure full-time compliance with air quality standards, exhaust stack emissions would be monitored by a continuous emissions monitoring system.  

The project, as designed, would consume an average of 2,700,000 gallons of potable water daily, of which over 2,600,000 gallons would be destined solely for cooling.  Initially, the project was to have used potable water from a local water company as a source.  After submitting the application, PDC – El Paso found this source was no longer available, and had to postpone the hearing process to find a substitute source of water.  The nearest source the applicant could find was the Connecticut River.  The Council is concerned by this out of basin transfer of water proposed by the applicant.  The Council is also troubled by the precedent-setting nature of the transfer of water from the Connecticut River basin to the Quinnipiac River basin.  The Connecticut River nurtures wetlands of international significance, and long-term diversions of water during low-flow periods can have significant impacts on aquatic ecosystems.  Future withdrawals of greater quantity could lead to the degradation of the Connecticut River wetlands.  Furthermore, the applicant has yet to quantify the environmental impact from the diversion or from construction of the pipeline, nor has it determined how the water would be withdrawn from the Connecticut River, believing it would be determined later in the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) Water Diversion Permit process.  If an intake structure were used, it would have to be designed to not retard flood waters or ice flow, obstruct navigation, block water flows along the flood plain, cause fish impingement or entrainment, or block the normal flow of sediment in the river channel.  Although this information would be provided during the DEP permitting process and the DEP would have jurisdiction to regulate this diversion, the lack of this information before the Council at this time undermines the entire siting process.  Although the water itself is free, its withdrawal is not without cost.  Connecting the proposed plant to the Connecticut River would require a 24-inch diameter pipeline ten and one-half miles in length through the Towns of Cromwell, Middletown, Berlin and Meriden.  In its route through central Connecticut, the diverted water must pass through a pipeline to be constructed under various state, local, and interstate highways, an Amtrak right-of-way, a river and five brooks, and across the lower foothills of Lamentation Mountain.  The applicant has yet to receive permission for street cuts from municipalities, a contract with the pipeline company whose right-of-way would be partially shared, or the permission of various landowners whose properties would be crossed.  In short, the Council is being asked to approve the proposed facility, but without confirmation of water to cool the facility.  Indeed we do not even know if the proposed water pipeline is environmentally feasible or technically practical.

The use of dry cooling technology would alleviate these concerns completely.  However, the use of dry cooling for this project was opposed because of additional engineering difficulties, an increase in facility size, and additional costs.  Nonetheless, we believe that an air-cooled project redesigned to better fit the confines of the existing quarry on the site would be economically and environmentally sound and technically viable.

Air quality will be regulated by the DEP through a final air permit which will include construction of an exhaust stack of sufficient height to adequately disperse emissions, installation of a continuous emissions monitoring system, and the installation of the air pollution control equipment previously mentioned.  

The proposed facility must be interconnected with the existing electric grid. The proposed interconnection would be located within a corridor containing existing electric and gas rights-of-way and is consistent with the Council’s Electric and Magnetic Field Best Management Practices. This interconnection  is not expected to have a significant adverse environmental effect or an effect on public health; however we lack evidence on the exact route, type of structures, and construction methods to review this interconnection.  Consequently, the Council will require more specific information in the form of a petition, amendment, or application, before granting approval for the electric interconnection or any modification to existing electric transmission line structures. 

The two gas suppliers to the proposed plant have been determined, but the Council cannot approve the construction of any new pipeline facilities without more evidence regarding the exact route, construction methods, and environmental effects of any such new pipeline.  The existing Algonquin gas pipeline, which crosses the site, offers a considerable advantage for ease of connection, while the existing Tennessee Gas Pipeline is 4.3 miles distant.  Consequently, the Council will require more specific information in the form of a petition, amendment, or application, before granting approval for a gas pipeline connection that includes the construction of a new pipeline.

The location of the proposed facility is within a traprock ridge complex that forms an undesignated greenbelt around the northern perimeter of the City of Meriden and a north-south greenway corridor through central Connecticut.  This area hosts vernal pools, species of special concern, and unique habitat that contributes to high quality ecological integrity and balance.  The proposal before us presents an interesting opportunity to acquire a large portion of the site for public recreational uses, but this opportunity is only possible through the financing to be made possible with the development of the proposed power plant.  With the power plant developed on  36 acres, approximately 700 acres will be made available to the City of Meriden and the Town of Berlin.  The development of the power plant will have some  effect on  site ecology, but such is the cost for public ownership and long-term protection.  Nonetheless, environmental effects in this project can be minimized by confining most construction to the abandoned quarry, where environmental resources have already been substantially disturbed.  Without the facility there is no guarantee nor is it likely that another developer will make the same concessions to give large tracts to the public.  Indeed, if developed residentially, it is likely that much of the 821-acre site would become substantially modified and not available for public use.  We are encouraged that the City of Meriden and Town of Berlin will recognize and protect the long-term potential of this unique site as an ecological and recreational preserve.

Despite some concerns, it is possible that this project can be developed in a manner to provide a clean and reliable source of electric generation, minimize community and environmental impacts, and provide welcome economic benefits to the City of Meriden and the State of Connecticut. While residential development exists to the north and south of the proposed facility, generous buffers will protect these residential areas.  Furthermore, the Council will require detailed plans to ensure that the facility is built and operated as proposed with minimal impact on adjacent land uses.  Uncertainty can be further reduced if the applicant redesigns the project for dry cooling and further confines construction to the existing quarry.  

This proposed project offers substantial benefits to the public that outweigh potential environmental damage.  Consequently, the Council will issue a Certificate for this facility, accompanied by orders including a detailed Development and Management Plan (D&M Plan) with elements designed to protect resources on site and mitigate impacts off site.  The D&M Plan will include specific provisions for: water diverted from the Connecticut River, including acquisition of all required rights-of-way, required project permits, final water pipeline engineering plans, or, dry cooling for the facility, including a revised site plan to accommodate dry cooling equipment;  protection of inland wetlands and watercourses, vernal pools, traprock ridges, and habitat for species of special concern on the site; development of conservation easements; detailed project schedules for all work activities; provisions for adequate oil storage, unloading, and pumping facilities; landscaping and the use of existing forested areas as buffers; architectural treatment of all buildings and structures; detailed erosion and sedimentation control and stormwater management plans; spill prevention; construction blasting; and management of electric and magnetic fields (EMF).  The Council will also require an Operations Plan with baseline testing, monitoring, and protocol to address public complaints, noise emissions, water usage, water discharges, air and water vapor emissions, odors, plant lighting, traffic management, physical plant and site management, and EMF exposure.  The project shall not commence construction until the Council has considered and approved the D&M Plan.  The project shall not commence operations until the Council has approved an Operations Plan for this project.  To undertake inspection and evaluate the progress of the project, the Council will require advance notification of the commencement of facility construction, testing, and commercial operations, and the permanent termination of any operation of the project; quarterly progress reports; a first year operating report; and submittal of final DEP permits. 

Based on the record in this proceeding we find that the effects associated with the construction, operation, and maintenance of the electric generating facility at the proposed site, including effects on the natural environment; ecological integrity and balance; public health and safety; scenic, historic, and recreational values; forests and parks; air and water purity; and fish and wildlife are not disproportionate either alone or cumulatively with other effects when compared to benefit, are not in conflict with the policies of the State concerning such effects, and are not sufficient reason to deny the proposed project.  Therefore, we will issue a Certificate for the construction, operation, and maintenance of a natural gas-fired electric generating facility at the proposed site located off of Sam’s Road in Meriden, Connecticut.

