Connecticut's Last Coal-Fired Power Plant to Be Closed
by Gregory B. Hladky
Feb. 12, 2016 – Connecticut's last coal-fired power plant, Bridgeport Harbor Station, is scheduled to be closed by 2021 and replaced by a new cleaner-burning natural gas facility, according to the plant's owner, PSEG.
The gas-powered plant is expected to be in operation by 2019.  It will be able to produce 485 MegaWatts of electricity, company officials said Thursday.  The Bridgeport plant is one of the few remaining coal-fired power-generating facilities in New England.  It is a gritty symbol, for anyone driving by on Interstate 95, of the city's outdated industrial past.
Under an agreement between PSEG and Bridgeport city officials and community groups, the hulking, 47-year-old coal-burning plant would be permanently shut down by July 2021, as long as necessary permits for the new natural gas facility are in place.
The planned closure of the Bridgeport plant comes amid dramatic declines in the use of coal to generate electricity in this region.  In 2000, coal-burning facilities produced 18% of New England's power, but that had plunged to just 5% by 2014, according to ISO-New England, which operates the region's power grid.
There are currently only 3 other coal-fired plants still operating in New England: Brayton Point in Massachusetts and the Merrimack and Schiller facilities in New Hampshire.  2 other coal-fired facilities, Mount Tom Station and Salem Harbor Station, both in Massachusetts, have been shut down in recent years.
"This is a true win for Bridgeport — not only adding new clean energy to the grid, but creating jobs, tax revenue and general economic activity within the region," said Richard P. Lopriore, president of PSEG Fossil, in a prepared statement.
The Harbor Station coal plant has long been a target of environmentalists and civil rights groups seeking to put an end to the urban pollution coming from the facility's trademark 450-foot high, red-and-white striped smokestacks.
In 2011, Greenpeace protesters managed to attach a 40-foot banner to the coal elevator that read: "Shut It Down Quit Coal."  Activists argued pollution from the power plant was contributing to health problems like asthma in the surrounding neighborhoods, and cited asthma rates in Bridgeport, which they said are far higher than for the rest of the state.
Health officials have acknowledged that emissions from coal-fired power plants can increase the risk of health problems, including asthma and heart attacks.  But they reported there is no direct evidence that the Harbor Station plant is responsible for such issues in Bridgeport.
The anti-coal pressure from environmentalists in recent years has coincided with a drop in the price of natural gas, a key factor in the energy industry's trend away from the use of coal.  Gov. Dannel P. Malloy's administration has also been pushing hard to encourage the use of natural gas as a cleaner alternative to other fossil fuels.
Increasing demand for natural gas by the region's energy industry is a key driver behind multibillion-dollar proposals for new gas pipelines to be built in Connecticut and New England.  But those pipeline plans are also drawing opposition from environmental groups that say utility customers will be paying for those new lines for decades, and the pipelines will only increase our reliance on fossil fuel.  Energy industry officials argue that more natural gas means cleaner power generation and lower consumer prices for electricity.
Officials of PSEG said the company has received approval from the operators of New England's power grid to go ahead with plans to replace the Bridgeport coal-fired plant with a natural gas facility.  Under an agreement with the city, PSEG will create 350 construction jobs and about 20 permanent jobs at the new facility.
Bridgeport Mayor Joe Ganim and Gov. Dannel P. Malloy praised the announcement as a major step toward reducing pollution and retaining employment within the community.  "This is a huge win for the city of Bridgeport and one of the largest private investments ever made in our city," Ganim said.  "The new plant will result in jobs and tax-base generation, adding more than $5 million in additional revenue per year to the city."
The new gas plant will be built at the same Harbor Station site.  Construction is expected to begin next year.  The plant will be capable of burning both natural gas and "ultra-low-sulfur-distillate" fuel oil, as a backup energy source.
PSEG's agreement with the city will result in the company creating a $2 million fund to support projects aimed at improving the environment for Bridgeport residents.  In return, the city and community groups must fully support the plans for the new gas-fired facility.
"Today's announcement to convert the PSEG plant to natural gas is incredibly positive news," Malloy said.  "Our state continues to show that we can meet our energy needs while decreasing our carbon footprint," the governor added.  PSEG also operates the New Haven Harbor power-generating plant.
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