Clean Up Brayton Point Power Plant
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THE LARGEST SOURCE of air pollution in New England, the Brayton Point power station in Somerset sits near the Rhode Island border, looming over Mount Hope Bay. Brayton Point is owned by Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E), the company whose misdeeds were the subject of the recent movie Erin Brockovich.
This relic of the 1960s burns 10,000 tons of coal every day and spews sulfur, nitrogen, toxic and carcinogenic soot, and toxic metals (including mercury and arsenic) into the air of Rhode Island and eastern Massachusetts.
And it's killing us.
A recent study by Harvard School of Public Health researchers shows that air pollution from the Brayton Point plant causes 100 premature deaths, 30,000 asthma attacks, and 1,100 emergency room visits each year, with a per-capita mortality risk nearly three times greater for those living within 30 miles of the plant. That 30-mile "bulls eye" covers nearly all of Rhode Island -- Providence and Newport are only about 15 miles from Brayton Point.
Air pollution from the plant also causes smog, contributes to global warming, causes acid rain (killing forests and freshwater fish), and releases mercury into our air. Keep in mind that a single teaspoon of mercury is enough to poison an entire lake, rendering all fish unsafe to eat. The Brayton plant emits not teaspoons, but hundreds of pounds of mercury each year.
Not surprisingly, this dangerous dinosaur was the subject of a Providence Journal editorial ("Too soon to close Brayton," March 19, 2001). What is surprising is editorial's conclusion that the time had not come to remove this hazard from our environment.
It would seem that the editorial writers have been swayed by plant owners' specious arguments that cleaning up their act will threaten electric-system reliability. This is simply not true.
Cleaning up the old power plants will not affect reliability or raise costs to consumers. Thanks to the new competition sweeping the power industry, there are now 20 new power plants under construction that will provide 10,000 megawatts of power to the region's grid in the next 12 to 24 months. These plants will bring New England's total generating capacity to 37,000 megawatts by 2003, when peak demand is expected to remain well below 25,000 megawatts (last summer's peak was barely 22,000 megawatts). All that extra supply means competition, lower prices and keeping the lights on.
The Journal expresses concern about whether there will be enough natural gas around to supply these plants -- pointing to a recent report from ISO New England, the nonprofit that manages the regional electricity grid. But even a quick look at that report reveals that there is simply no cause for alarm. ISO New England simply recommends improvements in the regional gas-pipeline infrastructure, making sure that more plants have the ability to burn another fuel in the event of a natural-gas shortage and a variety of other "tweaks" to the current system.
Bottom line: There are plenty of plants; there is plenty of natural gas; and that all creates plenty of energy. So much so that we won't even need Brayton Point in a couple of years.
These new power plants generate the same amount of power with half the fuel while producing 98 percent less air pollution than older plants. If the 20 new units are allowed to compete fairly, they will undersell and displace the existing units, slashing power plant air pollution in New England by 85 percent.
Power-plant owners are clearly nervous that Massachusetts will follow through on its promises and put in place much needed controls on the air pollution that plants like Brayton can produce. These new rules may cost plant owners money, but will not cause an electricity shortage. The regulations provide a phase-in period, staggering the installation of controls and ensuring that all the old plants won't be off-line at the same time. They also have an emergency provision allowing temporary use of old plants in the event of a true crisis.
The proposed Massachusetts regulations will not raise electric bills. Thanks to deregulation, power-plant owners no longer pass along costs to consumers -- they sell power at market prices. The average market price during recent months has been about $50 per megawatt-hour, while coal units have production costs of about $25 per megawatt-hour. This means that plant owners such as PG&E have been pocketing a net profit of about $25 per megawatt-hour. Compliance with emissions regulations will add only about $5 to those costs, reducing plant owners' profits but not pushing up the market price of power.
These new Massachusetts regulations however, as the Journal editorial noted, only attack one aspect of the problem.
The Brayton Point plant is a triple threat -- damaging our water and our land as well as poisoning our air. CLF successfully settled a lawsuit against PG&E about its practice of dumping toxic coal waste in unlined pits that leach into surrounding land and water. Following up on that settlement, and forcing a comprehensive cleanup of PG&E's waste disposal practices will not be easy -- but it is essential. Similarly, we need to confront the fact that PG&E continues to discharge heated water into Mount Hope Bay, the easternmost arm of Narragansett Bay, wiping out fish that once thrived there and creating a virtual dead zone.
This requires the continuing scrutiny of the public, federal and state government as well as environmental watchdog organizations such as CLF and Save The Bay.
Cleaning up Brayton Point, to protect our air, our land, our water and our health is a matter of life or death. We cannot afford to wait any longer.
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