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Is Centralia

coal plant

killing hundreds

of Washingtonians?

By Craig McLaughlin

photos by Tim Crosby
with Light Hawk Helicoprers
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oty mibiion yeaiy ago, the mouth of &
Fmgjn; river eenered she fowlands of ©
. Puger Sound. Layers of minerals and
carhonized vegerabie mateer pecked the
botom of the river Jults, and today dozens
of voad seams 3¢ embedded in the ground,
Onty a fow, howeyver, are sworked as mines.
They are all locatud hatfway herween
Portland and Scarde, fust a couple mites
vast of Interstate 5, near the town of
Caentralia
Creologist, call the luizest seam “Ihe
Big Ihrw” dos sdster, buried nearby, iy the
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Little Dircy, The scams feed & big coal
plant next door — the Cenuadia Steam
Electricity Gencrating Plant.

Hach year, abour § million wons of low-
grade high-sulfur cout are ripped from Big
Direy, Litde Qirty dnd a thisd seam, the
Semith Seamn. In places, the craters in the
fandvcupe sre more than 400 feet deep.

As you piss the Gencratia site, it’s no
the plant thai attracts your eye as much as
the gaping holes in the earth. Although the
Cenmalia Mining Company has won
numzrous awsrds for jis reclarmation e fforts,
the emounc of devastation is still astound-
ing, :

‘I'he pirg are best measured not in foot:

‘balt ficlds bit in the number of football-sta-

diums that can be dropped inside them,
And what they bring up is G-grade sub-
tmunous coal that tums out high levels of
sulfur and low levels of heat,

¥When coal gous into the plant's glant
twin maws, two things come out: as much as
1340 average megawatts of elecuicity
envugh to power a city the size of Portland,
and tens of thousands of tons a year of pol-
etion.

The Ceneralia Sceam plant is the fead-
ing 4ir pofleter in Washingron in three
major categories. 1t it also the seeond dirgie
estenal plant in ehe Wertern United Scates.

But the Cuntralia Steam plant does not
violate any apphicable suee or foducal clean

air seandards. it broks no faw in (993, for
example, when it produced 63,969 tons of
sulfug dioxide, a feat of disanction nonethe-
less: the amount is 10 times greater than the
state's next largest source, as well as half the
sulfur diexide produced in the entire siate;
and roughly 10 percent of all such emissions
west of the Mississippi,

The plant's ownes, led by the

“Partland-based udility giant PacifiCorp

{Actually, PacifiCorp owns 47.3 percent of
the plant, with the remainder shared by
Western Waier Power, Seattle City Light,
Tacoms City Light, the Public Usilits
Diistrict of Snohomish County, Puget Sound
Power & Light, Public Urfity No. 1 of
(arays Harbor County, and Portlind Geneial
Electric), huve told state regulators dhat the
plant “does not contribute © cmissions
which would cause quantifiable human
health effects” or other “measurable®
impacts. These assertions have not met
with any serious challenge from segiilators
or enviconmentalists — uncil now,

But now, new studies suggest the rela-
tonship between this coal facitity and envi-
ronmental and public health problems
might be more yosious than previeusly
thoughe, and people are suming to ke
note.

Amaong chem are regulators with the
Sauthwest Aw Poltution Gontrol Authority
(z branch of the Washington Qepartment of

Ecology). ‘The sir polluticn authority,
known a8 “SWAPCA,” recently concluded
in @ draft‘regulatory order thar the
*Centrslia Plane’s 502 emissions sre having
a measutable adverse impact on bogh air
quality and sensidve plant fife.” In pamicy-
lar, SWAPCA suspects the Centralia planc's
emissions rady contrbute 1o acid rin in and
arvund Mount Rainice National Park, Yocue-
ed somne 75 kilometers o the east. SWAP-
CA i» now proposing regulations that would
reduce sulfur dioxide emissions ar che
plant, with a goal of avoiding “imeversible
effects” later in Cascadde tukes and foress,

02 and its derivatves are alse known

to cause problems for people with res
b #piratory disorders. In some cases they
can even kil ‘That may well be the case
with this plant's emissians, a possibility tha
his been known t regulators since 1992,
when  Baglle - Pacific  Northwes
Laboratories, a LLS. Diepacment of Energy
subonteactor at dizaford, examined these
impacts in & fedomatly funded study for the
Bonagville Power Administration. Given
the population density and air dispersion
patecns within 50 kilomwiers, Baeeelle cal-
culaced 19.7 Jeaths and 677 jilnesses each
yaar from Ceneeadia, ‘

But the health problems caused by the
phint might acwally be greater. The
region's populetion has soared sincel 2R,



che yeur Bottelle vsed in s scudv: and $032
gocs high in the air after leaving the plant,
and is carricd by air cusients, mosdy north-
ward, before v settfes down, often more
than 80 kilameters from the plant.

The cary would be most affected j¢
probably Glympsi, 20 miles north.

“Seatcle will have more deaths from
this plant than the city of Uentralia,” says
Creg Fowers, & Seartie-based power plan-
ning consultant who formerly worked for
the  Federal  Energy  Regularory
Commission. Bowers looked at the same
data thar Bawelle used, and facrored in
1994 popularion data. T'he sratistieai death
toll elimbed 1 117. When he expanded the
study's geographic boundarics 1o include
the whole Puger Sound area, he found the
deaths from Centralia’s sulfar dioxide were
on the ordes of 230 per year

Dut theie may be even muic to the pic-
ture. After all, SO2 isn't the only poliutant
pouging out of Cenmalia'y smuokestesks,
Actording o SWAPCA, the plant prodace
25107 vony of niogen oxddes o 1993,
MoR: than seven tnes the second larges:
soures in che saee, and sceounts for B per-
cent of all nitrogen oxide  cmissions
sttewide. Nitrogen oxtdes are o major
compopent of acid rain and stmog. The
plant s also the state’s largest sot ree of tiny
particulate nvarter, known in Clean Alr rep-
alations a5 “PAIO" Tn 1993 ¢ produced
2834 tng of PAY, twice the next highest
soutee, Partivnhires can cause seriols prob-
tems, including early deadh, for people with
respirarony dad cardiovaseular disease.

Other emussions ure also drawing
attereion. The plint's outpue of cubon
wonexide in 1993 wys 1OR2 rons, putting it
toch on che statewade bsr Kvenin low con-
centratens, (0 contributes to incressed
mortahity amung poople with heart disease.
Among healtisy poople, itinereascs the risk
of heare discase while decieasing toleranee
for exereise and reducing mental activity,

"When veu bring in all the damaging
companencs,” savs Bowers, “you get deaths
in e niid-300 range.”

tn additiun, Kevin Bell, 1 Scatcle-
bascd energy consuitant. says the plant pro-
duves 1) milhon tons & yeae of carlwon Jdiox-
ide, an amount equal to 70 ponent of all the
COZ emirted annually by all the vehicles n
Oregen. £102 iy a greenhoure gas and the
Jeading contributor to global warming.

When Bowers gave his dara o Seairle
Uy Laght and Snchomish Public Udlity
Dristric, they agreed to tike an indepon-
dent Jook at his fipures.

Bur FactfiConp, in 2 June 21 letter o
lowers from Frederick W, Buckman,
PachiCoep's chief executive, says: “As you
know, the ambient sulfur dioxide conven-
tratiens in the aea arvund the Contalia
Plant and the Seatile arca ave at fovels thac
are fur below the State of Washington and
Nanonal Ambient Ab Quality sisndards.
We believe these standards are the appro-
priate guidehines w follow in csablishing
the operating policies for the plane”

In ocher words, PacifiClon eontends
hat the plant is safe beca wesn'e vin-
fate EPA standards. “1he BPA sers healih
standards.” says Cenrralia plant mznager
Rich Waalicy, *I don'e belicve the plane is
causing deaths in the rexion.”

SWAPCA officials 2¢ not saying the
plant ts deadly, bur they ane proposing regula-
nions o sharply revluce SO2 emissions. On
Aug 15w Vancouver, Wash,, SWAPCA will |
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hold & putitic hearing on a peoposed order that
would require the plant’s owners t maintain
SOZ emissions below one pound for every
millian WTUs of heat gencraed,

the plant curently aperates ar 1.5
pounds/million BT Us.

Morcover, on Jan, 1, 2000, the plane
will have to further reduce etnissions n
compliznce with new federal reguladons
that will go into effect then Those rules
would ser 39,338 tons as the magimum 502
emisgions the plant could reloase annually,
If Ceruralia wants w go over that emoun,
the owners would have to transter allocas
tisns fom other plants, in esscnce imports
ing someone eise’s pollution,

Vielatiens of the annual ¥mics will trig-
gee annusl fines of $2,000 per ton. To meet
the SWAPCA stndards, Centralia’s owners
must install emission-reducing sceabbers in
the plant or import ¢legner caal.

"When vou bring in all ¢

Gary Bowers,

OUTREARCH CEHNHTER

£ aam

lbis discussion, however, begr g

fuestion a growing nuasber of envi-

ronmentalists are beginning
raine Why run the plant at aif? They eon-
end the plant should be used only as @
pinch-hiteer when other plunty go sown or
olctricity usage spikes upward, a8 in a win-
ter cold snap, if ac all,

Lasr yzer, ¢he plant ran at 83 pereent
capacity, Bur with the recent surge of fow-
priced elecricity from new natwal g
plants, the Norchwest has 2 glut of power
that can be produced by much ceaner —
and cheaper — alternatives,

For example. utilities tiis vear have
been abk to puschase elecedicity on the
open market for a price that's about 40 per-
cent cheaper than power from Contralia,
based on numbers supplisd by the compr
ny to the Federal Enmrgy Reguliory

ne co;

fou get deaths i ihe
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Commistion,

At the sume time, new gas-fired cogen-
eration plants produce mere hundreds of
tons of SOZ annually; and repevwabie enegy
from wind, solar and other sounces is gitick-
Iy becaming cost-compeitive. Mareaver, it
is gencrally still eheuper o reduce the
domand for electicity through conservation
programs than to gencrate increased supply,

(Others, bowever, noce dhat the plant is
strategically Incated o the west side of
Washingron where the populasion is grear-
estand the winter demand for heat is high-
esto And it isn't dependent on unreliable
rain and anow levels.

“Stategic planning of pewer resonrces
necessittes thae thig plant remains 2 viable
resouree,” sud Sreve Mrazek, an air quality
engineer for SWAPCA, “It dues diversify
the power supply. If you have a nztural gas
pipeline explosion, you stil got enal. Tn bad
wates years, you «till got coal”

“Hhaes aoran argumens for Keeping i
mnning,” retoris Jim Lazan, an enenny
economist in Clympia, Wach “Thye's an
argument For keeping it ready reseree

Lazar sces Cemralia as 2 proving
geound for a2 rexosice wiloedtion VSO
culled “erwironmenml dispatch”  thae
woald zeguite nalites o ook g emion-
mental eosts as well ay ecoronue cosr W hen
deciding which plants e cim at swohar iovels,

“T1 they used environmennl dispatch,
Clenrraib wouldn't mn,”* s Bel),

f Centralia wasn'e a “minge w0 mouth
plane™ with & pawer gencrarion facin
right there, PacifiCorp would be hagd-
pressed to find o marker for the conl
SWAPCA may foree the ming's closure any -
way, i the plane can mact Tuture sie o nling
tarzees only by imporring clener coal
Bue ax Woollzy, rhe plants manger,
indicates in an Apsil 19 new rele
nwners i wor inreecsted in <

mine down “S¥e belicve thar keepiog che
1

mine soen i in the best iniciegs of ¢
anc. The local conimumity would rete
jobs and die stare wosdd reain sigmfican
future tax vevenies from che ming.”

Altermanvely, the plaat could eduee
SO enuswions by haif of serubbers e
installed. SWAFCA s proposing o nckage
of tax briaks and low-cost Praneing
make: serubbers more ffordable.

Favironmicatalisty, however, sav rhe
propuosals dun't go fur coouph

“Yeittnk 105 invane that we're ot domy
everything we can to reduee polluzion from,
the plant,” said Rhys Rath, co-direerr of
the Armosphere Allianee in Olvgsia, "We
know that we have mae climace shfis
gronnd b globe ard tar wo are seeing an
NCICARC 1 e itory dimenses gl HNU Y-
platned caneees, and ve kpow Uentralia
contribures o ali these problome”

Ruache!  Shimshak,  diceter of
Renewabies MNorthwest, o Portlnd-drec
advocayy growp, savs cohacnation pro-
grams aad enowable crerey technologies
candd offect mucds of the poaer fost by
reducing the region's refianee on Cangralia

“Lohink the Norchvwest has prided
sedl o ies gualiey of ble,” she save, “And
et of that quabivy of Hirg x bused o affond
able erergy.lo the entent tat wegan moe
toward environmenailly sound renesable
resourees snd away from amee pollunmg fos-
&il Fueed resources we il b betees ofL™

Caviig Wi enghlin, w former rdiene of i Swe
dretncisen Rery Grandion, weegtes oo € Wompio
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