September 4, 2007
To the Editor:

     If you are concerned about global warming, you probably know that coal burning power plants are responsible for 40% of the U.S. contribution of carbon dioxide, the main greenhouse gas. A 1000 megawatt plant will, each year of its 60 year life, produce as much carbon dioxide as two million cars.  Coal burning plants are so central to our present predicament that all national environmental organizations have made it a top priority to stop the construction of a new generation of these plants.

     That’s why I was dumbfounded to learn that Yellow Springs was being asked to sign onto a project to build one of these new plants.  AMP Ohio, the consortium of municipal utilities which Yellow Springs is a member of, wants to build a 1000 megawatt coal burning plant on the Ohio River. 
      There is some good news, however. The project isn’t that far along and can be stopped.  AMP Ohio will only proceed if it can get enough of its member communities to sign 50 year contracts to purchase the power produced by this plant.  Yellow Springs has been asked to sign one of these contracts.  AMP Ohio is pushing the Village to make a decision by November 1, 2007, though the contract clearly provides for the Village to decide as late as March 1, 2008 with no penalty.  The Village manager told me that he wants to have AMP Ohio give a presentation to Council in September with the aim of having the Council vote on this in October. 
     If Yellow Springs does not sign this contract that act, by itself, would not be enough to stop this plant from being built. But, by not signing we would provide an example to the other communities that are also debating what to do.  If several of the larger communities reject it, and there is reason to think that could happen, then this plant will not be built. 
     Access to electricity in Yellow Springs will not be affected whether we sign or reject this contract.  According to AMP Ohio, this plant, if it is built, will not come on line until, at the earliest, 2013.  (Knowledgeable observers say 2015 or 2016 is more likely.)  Before that time, the electric options available to the Village will be vastly different and greatly expanded from what they are today. Just one example will give you a sense of what’s happening right now- last week when Ohio’s Governor announced an new energy policy which mandates renewable energy and energy efficiency, Republican leaders in Columbus responded by saying that they want to see an even more aggressive requirements.

     The last thing we will want, in 2013 or 2016 or whenever the plant starts generating, is to be saddled with a 50 year long contract to “take or pay” for electricity from a environmentally dangerous and, what will by then also be a very expensive, coal power plant.
     Of course, AMP Ohio is predictably using the label “clean coal” to market this plant. That term has been applied to every new effort to promote coal for decades.  AMP Ohio is not proposing one of the coal gasification plants you may have read about.  No, this is a pulverized coal burning plant, like the ones that have so greatly contributed to the existing problem.  There is no equipment for this plant to control carbon dioxide emissions and, it is not the type of plant that lends itself to carbon capture and sequestration, should that technology become widely available in the future. (If you want to learn more, I have placed a copy of the AMP Ohio Contract on file at the Library. The new book “Big Coal” by Jeff Goodell, provides excellent background on coal and power generation and is also available at the library.)
     AMP Ohio is a good organization and it’s doing some good things.  I’m glad Yellow Springs is a member.  But this particular project, conceived in 2000, is on the wrong side of what has become widely known about global warming in the intervening years.  This plant should not be built and Yellow Springs should take the lead in steering AMP Ohio away from pursuing it.  The Village can do that by not signing this contract.

     I know that many people in the Village already have a lot on their plates right now.  But, the decision to build this plant or not (and the example that sets) is a critical one and we, in little Yellow Springs, can have a big impact on the outcome.
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