Millstone Nuclear to Use and Discharge Warmer Water than Allowed Before
by Bill Cummings
Oct, 4, 2014 – A decision a few months ago to allow the Millstone nuclear power plant to cool its reactors with increasingly hot water from Long Island Sound also confirmed a decades-long belief that the waterway is warming and changing.  For the 1st time in the plant's more than 40-year history, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission over the summer allowed Millstone to use 80°F water from the Sound.
The move was a nod to reality, because water temperature on hot summer days was exceeding the previous 75°F limit.  For Millstone, it was a matter of economics.  The 2 operating reactors were forced to shut down when temperatures exceeded 75°F, costing its owner, Dominion, big money and disrupting the flow of electricity to the state.
To environmentalists and biologists, however, the higher temperature limit helped confirm a trend they had been tracking for years -- the Sound is warmer than ever before, and it will never be the same.  "The cause is climate change," said Penny Howell, a fisheries biologist with the state Department of Energy and Environmental Protection.  "It's part of a regional warming trend," Howell said.  "We are seeing a dramatic change in who is around.  There has been a whole community shift."
"We are seeing spot (a warmer water fish), which was never there," he added.  "They are more common in Maryland.  And black sea bass -- winter flounder -- is doing badly.  Lobster is the poster child for climate change.  We are not getting young animals moving in."
In fact, experts say the future Sound may look more like the historically warmer Chesapeake Bay -- perhaps even offering Maryland's famous blue crab.  "Chesapeake Bay is close to what we might become," Howell said.  "We are gaining marine species.  But we have never cranked up the thermostat like this.  We are playing a dangerous game of `what if?' "
Mercury Rising
Temperature records compiled by the state and Millstone have aligned in ways researchers rarely see, with both showing the same warming trend.  DEEP has been taking readings since 1991; Millstone has data dating to 1976.  Millstone's data show in 1976 the average summer temperature at the plant's intake ports was 66.1°F.  By 2013, the average temperature was 70.1°F -- a nearly 6% rise in just 44 years.  According to DEEP readings, the average yearly temperature of the Sound rose to 54.8°F in 2013 from 52.3°F in 1991.
"This is starting to become the new normal," said Leah Schmalz, director of legislative and regulatory affairs for Save the Sound, an environmental group dedicated to preserving the waterway.  "We are getting that canary in the coal mine," Schmalz said.  "I don't think we have seen the full results yet."
Opponents of nuclear power see a connection between the Sound temperature rise and the millions of gallons per hour of often 100°F water that Millstone discharges into the Sound every day.  Millstone sucks water into the plant to cool reactors and spent fuel storage pools, then discharges it back into the Sound.  Flowing water is the life blood of a nuclear plant and key to preventing a meltdown.
Nancy Burton, director of Mothball Millstone, a group dedicated to closing the 1960s era plant, last week filed a petition with DEEP, seeking to force the agency to review Millstone's state discharge permits after the NRC amended temperature limits for 2 reactors.  DEEP in July ruled Millstone did not need new permits for discharge of hotter water into the Sound.  Still, DEEP last week began studying whether more than 2 billion gallons of heated water discharged daily by Millstone is impacting oxygen levels and marine life around the plant.
So far, the temperature of the discharge has not exceeded state permit limits and an outside consultant is likely to be hired to perform the analysis.
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