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Officials are proposing to convert UW Madison's Charter Street power plant from burning coal to burning biomass. But the wood it might use for fuel could contain mercury, which would be released into the atmosphere.Photo by Craig Schreiner/State Journal
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· Charter Street coal plant embarks on its transition to cleaner fuels
· Local researchers working to develop non-fossil fuels
IF YOU GO
A public hearing to present the findings of the final environmental impact statement for the proposed Charter Street Heating Plant will be held on campus at 5:30 p.m., Wednesday, Aug. 11, in Room 1106 of the Mechanical Engineering Building, 1513 University Ave. A formal presentation will begin at 6:15 p.m.

 

For decades, pollution spewed from factories and power plants across Wisconsin.

As a result, air and water became polluted. Now it seems, so did the trees.

At a time when state-owned power plants are ditching coal and going green by including biomass such as switch grass, compost, and wood chips into the fuel mix, it is becoming evident that even trees may release harmful chemicals when burned for energy.

"We have so much mercury in our air that you do see mercury in the wood from our trees," says Jennifer Feyerherm of the Sierra Club's Midwest office and its national Beyond Coal Campaign. "The air was polluted for so long that our ecosystem has absorbed the pollution. When wood is burned, the mercury is going to come out."

Burning anything but coal or other fossil fuels appears to be such a new concept that the Environmental Protection Agency is only beginning to catch up. Earlier this summer, the EPA began efforts to update the Clean Air Act by releasing preliminary, first-of-a-kind numbers on what sort of pollution, if any, is emitted from burning biofuels. An early finding: Burning too many wood chips can release too much mercury into the air.

With construction soon to begin to convert the Charter Street Heating Plant, the largest state-owned power plant, from a coal-fired power facility to one that primarily burns biomass, state officials are paying attention to what is happening in Washington.

"To ignore what is going on (at the EPA) ... is to do so at our own peril," says John Melby, air management bureau director with the Department of Natural Resources. "After spending $250 million on the Charter Street facility, we don't want to be violating EPA rules."

While Melby says he "does know that mercury may be an issue with tree bark," he and other state officials question the thoroughness of the EPA's methods. In short, Melby and others believe different sizes of boilers need to be tested along with varying amounts of wood chips and other wood products before the EPA updates the Clean Air Act.

To bolster the amount of data in the EPA's possession before finalizing new emissions regulations some time next year, Melby says he and other officials from state agencies that manage power plants, including the Department of Corrections, the Department of Health and Human Services, and the Department of Administration, are in the process of writing a "very detailed" letter to the EPA.

One advantage the state has, though, is that the EPA guidelines will be finalized before renovation of the Charter Street is completed at the end of 2013.

This gives state officials enough time to figure out how to manipulate the biomass burned in Charter Street's biofuel boiler to remain in compliance with the Clean Air Act.

Melby says an advantage of the boiler is that it is not restricted to just one type of fuel. Instead, fuels can be mixed and matched. Wood chips and switch grass, therefore, could be burned simultaneously at an amount that keeps the mercury-emission levels down and in compliance with the Clean Air Act.

Another technique, known as activated carbon injections, introduces carbon into the boiler after combustion has occurred. The carbon then sticks to the mercury in the air, allowing the mercury and carbon compound to be removed from the air before it leaves the power plant.

"I think there is a perception that if it's natural, it's good and if it's coal, it's bad," Melby says. "But it's not that simple."

The state was pushed to upgrade the Charter Street plant, built in the 1950s, after the Sierra Club filed suit in 2007 alleging that the plant violated the federal Clean Air Act. The lawsuit led to an agreement by state officials to limit coal use at the facility.

When completed, the plant will have one new biomass boiler and two new natural gas boilers. It will continue to use its existing natural gas boiler. The switch away from coal will reduce by up to half the amount of nitrogen oxide, sulfur dioxide and other toxic chemicals now being released from the plant, according to the project's environmental impact statement.

As part of its settlement with the Sierra Club, the state had to assess its other 15 plants, eight of which are on college campuses across the state. The Sierra Club's Feyerherm says the DNR has since determined that five of the other 15 plants are in violation of the Clean Air Act and five more might be.

"The way we've done business before has been knee-jerk to get the cheapest bottom line," Feyerherm says. "Now, we're looking at what is best in the long run, and how we can make biomass a market driver."

Last spring, Gov. Jim Doyle took another step away from coal by announcing that it would no longer be burned at power plants on Madison's isthmus.

In May, Doyle announced 59 companies had responded to the state's "request for information" to supply biomass to the Charter Street plant. Of these, 48 were in-state companies. Half of the companies said they'd be able to supply forest products, while the other half split between agriculture and waste products.

"The idea of switching to new fuels has captured everyone's imagination," says Alan Fish, associate vice chancellor for facilities at UW-Madison. "We are getting tremendous interest from across the country. What we're doing is very ground-breaking."
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