Ohio University, in Coal Country, to Switch from Coal to Natural Gas
by Mary Beth Lane
July 7, 2015: Athens, Ohio – Ohio University, located in coal-mining country in southeastern Ohio, is weaning itself from coal and switching to natural gas for fuel.  The university still uses coal-fired boilers to generate steam to heat and cool campus buildings, but officials anticipate changing that by year’s end.  A $5.5 million project is underway to build a pipeline to carry natural gas to the university’s power plant.
The university has hired Columbia Gas of Ohio to build, own and operate a 5,200-foot pipeline.  It will carry natural gas from Dairy Lane across the Hocking River to the Lausche Heating Plant.  Construction began last month and is scheduled to be completed in the fall.
University officials have pledged to stop using coal by the end of the year and switch to cleaner natural gas.
Protesters, however, say that’s not good enough.  They have demanded that the university stop using all fossil fuels on campus and switch to renewable energy such as wind, solar and geothermal.  About 30 demonstrators from the OU Student Union, and the local anti-fracking group Appalachia Resist, protested last month at the pipeline construction site along S. Shafer Street.  They carried signs and chanted slogans demanding that university President Roderick McDavis and Joseph M. Lalley III, the university’s senior associate vice president for information technologies and administrative services, commit to using only renewable energy on campus.
University officials have referred to natural gas as a bridge fuel, to be used as the campus gradually transitions to renewable-energy sources.
Protesters disagree.  “We don’t think that ‘bridge’ fuels exist.  It further invests us in the fossil-fuel industry,” protester Ryan Powers said in a telephone interview.  “It’s going to further chain us to fossil fuels.  We should get off them now, or at least take steps toward that.”
Powers, a 20-year-old junior from suburban Cleveland who is active in the OU Student Union, said the university is wasting money building the pipeline.  “We should invest in green energy instead,” he said.
Lalley said last week that converting the campus fully to renewable-energy sources remains a goal, but it cannot happen as quickly as some would like.  Officials have pledged that the university will draw 20% of its energy from renewable sources by 2020.  Those sources could include drawing from a wind farm or a solar array, Lalley said.
Officials also are keeping their eyes on what other universities are doing, he said.  Ohio State University, for example, has signed an agreement to buy enough energy annually from Blue Creek Wind Farm in northwestern Ohio to power about 1/4 of the Columbus campus.
Denison University in Granville plans to work with American Electric Power to install about 5,000 solar panels.  The agreement provides for AEP Energy to supply the panels and sell the solar-generated electricity to Denison.
“I would love to make it happen overnight, but we can’t,” Lalley said.  “I think we share the same endgame, but we just differ on the path there.  Right now, we are a steam-based campus, like it or not.”
The plant currently generates steam using 4 boilers, including 2 fired by coal and 2 fired by natural gas.  Natural gas will replace coal as the fuel source for all 4 boilers by Dec. 31.  The change requires additional gas that will be carried through the new pipeline, Lalley said.
Switching to cleaner natural gas will allow the university to meet stricter federal air-pollution standards that take effect in January.  Continuing to burn coal would have required the university to install expensive pollution controls, Lalley said.
By 2075, university officials have said, the campus is to become carbon neutral — meaning it will remove as much CO2 from the atmosphere as it puts into it, achieving net zero emissions.  “It is a journey, this effort to get to carbon neutrality,” Lalley said.  “We don’t have infinite (financial) resources.  Getting us to the right place will take time.”
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