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In all “things” written about energy, coal is always hyped as the “cheapest” fuel source for producing electricity.  That oft repeated premise ignores an almost unlimited list of costs to both humans and the environment that are not included in that tally of costs, just as with ethanol – if all government subsidies were added to its costs, probably only the very, very rich could afford it as a fuel in their vehicles, even though money were no object.  


Coal combustion residuals, also referred to as coal ash, consists of fly ash, bottom ash, coal slag and flue gas desulphurization residue.  The residue (solid waste) from combustion of coal in power plants is captured by pollution control technologies like scrubbers, and is typically disposed of by utility companies in ponds or landfills.  Such impoundment areas must be monitored as the residue (solid waste) material contains some really nasty contaminants – mercury, cadmium, arsenic, selenium and lead, potentially polluting surrounding groundwater and drinking-water sources.  Cases of environmental damage have already been documented by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).  

In December of 2008, a containment area failed at the Tennessee Valley Authority’s (TVA) Kingston Fossil Plant, a coal-fired power plant near Knoxville, Tennessee, spilling “one billion gallons of coal ash sludge.”  That spill flooded more than 300 acres of land, damaged homes and property, and flowed into the Emory and Clinch Rivers.  


In 2009, a spill occurred at the TVA Widows Creek coal-fired plant in Alabama, releasing 10,000 gallons of polluted sludge.  


As a result of the TVA’s containment failures, the EPA undertook identification of a national management criteria to “compile a list of disposal sites within the electric power generating industry that constitute a ‘high hazard’ if they fail,” and to “assess the structural integrity of impoundments, dams or other management units.”  


A National Safety Dam Program developed the high hazard potential ratings which “address the potential consequences of failure or miss-operation of the dam,” which it should be pointed out, “indicates that a failure will probably cause loss of human life.”  The ratings are not indicative of the structural integrity of the unit itself or the possibility that a failure will occur in the future.  


The EPA’s initial assessment identified “a total of 431 units managing slurried CCRs [coal combustion residuals] at 162 facilities.”  Of that 431 units, “49 at 30 different locations have been assigned a high hazard potential rating using the criteria developed by the National Dam Safety Program for the National Inventory of Dams.”  

Xcel Energy Inc. (Xcel) is Colorado’s largest power utility.  None of Xcel’s facilities necessitated inclusion in the initial assessment group, but an assessment of additional facilities is yet to be published.  On the “List of 49 High Hazard Potential Units,” several facilities on the list were located in the Western United States.  Arizona had seven facilities on the list, and Montana found its Colstrip Steam Electric Station at Colstrip, Montana included.  The remaining 41 locations were in the Eastern United States.  


According to statistics from Colorado Energy News, Xcel “generates about 900 megawatts of power at its coal-fired facilities in the State, but is preparing to shutter some of the plants and switch others to natural gas.”  New, stricter Federal and state laws require Xcel to “cut nitrous oxide emissions from several Front Range plants by up to 80 percent within seven years.”  


The EPA points out that information on impoundment units is of significant importance to state and local officials, first responders and residents of local communities “so that appropriate preparedness efforts can be undertaken, reviewed or maintained.”  

As part of the process to regulate coal ash for the first time ever, the EPA Office of Resource Conservation and Recovery will hold public hearings in seven locations across the United States.  The proposed rule, “Identification and Listing of Special Waste:  Disposal of Coal Combustion Residuals from Electric Utilities,” was noticed in the Federal Register – July 25, 2010.  The seven locations include Arlington, VA; Denver, CO; Dallas, TX; Charlotte, NC; Chicago, IL; Pittsburgh, PA; and Louisville, KY.  


The hearing in Denver will take place at the Grand Hyatt Hotel, 1750 Welton Street, on Thursday, September 2, 2010, 10:00 a.m. thru 9:00 p.m.  The Colorado Energy News advises that anyone wishing to speak must pre-register and submit a written statement (3 minute time limit).  A pre-registration form is available on the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency website:  Coal Combustion Residues (CCR) – Public Registration Form.  


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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