Congress Urged to Tighten Rules on Coal Plants
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By Chris Baltimore 

WASHINGTON (Reuters) - Congress should give the dirtiest U.S. coal-fired power plants a 10-year deadline to install pollution controls or shut down to protect public health, according to a report prepared for lawmakers and issued on Monday. 
	
	 


In a shot across the bow of the Bush administration's clean air policies on the eve of Earth Day, a panel of the National Academy of Public Administration urged the drastic rewriting of rules governing pollution from aging coal-fired power plants. 

The academy is an independent organization created by Congress in 1984 to offer suggestions on how to improve local, state and federal government management. 

The Environmental Protection Agency (news - web sites)'s so-called new source review program is "not having the positive effect on the health of individuals, or on the quality of the nation's air, that Congress intended," the group said in a report to Congress. 

Emissions from power plants are linked to acid rain, smog and soot, and can aggravate asthma, chronic bronchitis and pneumonia. Aging coal-fired power plants are the largest U.S. source of harmful air pollution, according to EPA. 

Congress added the new source review program to the Clean Air Act in 1977. But strict anti-pollution rules do not apply to aging utilities unless they make major modifications to boost a plant's capacity. 

The government should end special treatment of older plants, and give them 10 years to either install pollution controls or shut down, the academy said. Congress did not intend old plants to be run indefinitely, the report said. 

The loophole means that "many large, highly polluting facilities have continued to operate and have expanded their production (and pollution) over the past 25 years without upgrading to cleaner technologies," the academy said. 

That delay has caused thousands of premature deaths and respiratory illnesses, it said. 

During the Clinton administration, the EPA and the Justice Department (news - web sites) sued eight U.S. utilities for upgrading old plants without installing scrubbers or other pollution devices. 

Last Friday, Richmond, Virginia-based Dominion Resources Inc. agreed to spend $1.2 billion to cut pollution from eight power plants in Virginia and West Virginia over 10 years -- the largest settlement under that program. 

The academy also said EPA should continue to vigorously pursue the litigation. 

J.P. Suarez, an EPA assistant administrator, said the agency will continue to pursue the cases. EPA is investigating over 80 percent of existing utility capacity for possible violations, Suarez told reporters. 

Still, the Bush administration last year proposed a change in the definition of "routine maintenance," giving utilities more leeway to modify a plant without triggering extra pollution-reduction requirements. EPA will finalize the proposed rules by year-end at the earliest, said EPA Assistant Administrator Jeff Holmstead. 

EXPLOSIVE REPORT 

The report is "fairly explosive," said John Walke, an attorney with the Natural Resources Defense Council. "I see it as a very sweeping criticism of the Bush administration's air-pollution policies." 

The Edison Electric Institute, the biggest utility lobbying group, said the report failed to fully recognize the Bush administration's "Clear Skies" plan, which would cut emissions of three utility pollutants by 70 percent by 2018 using a cap-and-trade system. EPA says the program will eventually replace new source review. 

	
	 


Holmstead said that Clear Skies "would end grandfathering in the most effective way possible." Requiring utilities to shut old plants down outright would cause "significant disruption" in electricity supplies, he said. 

Democrats and environmentalists call EPA's proposed rule changes a gift to the utility industry and a threat to public health. 

Nine Northeastern U.S. states have sued the Bush administration to block the new rules. 

In addition to Dominion, the government unveiled settlements earlier this month with industrial giants Archer Daniels Midland Co. and Alcoa Inc. totaling up to $670 million in new pollution controls and other measures. 

