P.O. Box 69

Herald, California  95638

October 10, 2002

Kristy Chew, Project Manager

California Energy Commission

1516 Ninth Street

Sacramento, California  95814-5512

RE:  SMUD Cosumnes Power Plant Project (01-AFC-19)

Dear Ms. Chew:

This letter is intended to serve as my public comment on five issues concerning this project.  I am a resident of Herald, California and live within two miles of the proposed facility and directly adjacent to the proposed pipeline construction.  My street address is 13420 Twin Cities Road.  I have read both the SMUD application and the CEC Preliminary Staff Assessment.  The issues with which I wish to raise concerns are:  1) Visual impact of the physical plant, 2) Visual impact of the plume, 3) Light pollution, 4) Impact on biological resources of both construction and plant operation with particular emphasis on birds (burrowing owls and Swainson’s hawks) and on vernal pools, and  5) Alternative sites.  I believe in each of these areas that the project will have serious and significant impacts, which must be addressed and mitigated. 

I am concerned that the SMUD application downplays any significant impacts in these areas and that the conclusions reached in the Staff Assessment minimizing such impacts are not supported by adequate research and analysis. In addition, the staff analysis dismisses proposed site alternatives with what can only be described as perfunctory conclusions with no supporting data.   Rushing to approve yet another fossil fuel plant, in the wake of the recent “energy crisis,” without careful analysis and without requiring mitigation on the part of the applicant is short sited indeed.

1) Visual Impact of the Physical Plant
Staff concludes that “the project’s structures would result in direct adverse but not significant visual impacts.”  (Supplement to the PSA 4.11-1)  However, staff proposes paint and landscaping to mitigate these adverse impacts.  (VIS-2) The staff analysis is based upon a conclusion that the “visual quality” of the area is in the low to moderate range.  The analysis states that the existing decommissioned Rancho Seco Power Plant with its twin parabolic cooling towers and the electric transmission lines are the most prominent features in the landscape at all four key observation points (KOPs) (4.11-11,4.11-12, 4.11-13, 4.11-14).  I beg to differ.  From my home, on a nearby hilltop, I have a panoramic view from Mt. Diablo to the Sierra Nevada and a clear view of the Milky Way and the night sky.  Everyday, I watch spectacular sunrises and sunsets and can see the curvature of the earth.  And yes, a clear view of the cooling towers and the power plant, although the towers have taken on almost an "environmental sculpture" 
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quality.  In my judgment, this panorama is vastly more “prominent” than any manmade structure.  Unless obscured by cloud cover, the Sierra Nevada is always visible in the mornings.  The cloudcover itself is magnificent.  The proposed project, as well as any 

landscaping consisting of fast growing trees as proposed by the staff, will block a significant portion of my view of this panorama.   Thus the mitigation, even if effective to screen the structures, will not protect my view.

I would also note that in direct conflict with the “low to moderate in visual quality” staff conclusion, is that rare blue oak grassland upon which Rancho Seco is situated is immediately adjacent to land recently acquired by the Nature Conservancy for transfer into private ownership as permanent managed rangeland with land use restrictions to ensure its preservation.  Last Spring, I had the opportunity to ride on this land (on horseback), and can tell you that it provides some of the most beautiful landscape I have ever seen.  As you may be aware, SMUD has agreed to provide the public with hiking access across it’s land into the Howard Ranch.   It is indeed scenic and a treasure.

One of the measures of importance of visual impact appears to be the number of people who will see the plumes, structure, light, etc.  This is a bit of a Catch-22, in that the very lack of people is the reason most of us have chosen to live in the greater Cosumnes basin.  

An additional issue relates to pipeline construction.  Because my house is on a hill directly overlooking Twin Cities Road and the area of construction, no fence can be built high enough to screen my view of the construction.  Staff’s proposed mitigation will do nothing for me to reduce the sight and sound of the construction. (VIS-1)  I also graze horses, sheep and cattle in the pasture directly across the road from the construction and am concerned about impacts on them.

2) Visual Impact of the Plume
My same comments with regard to the staff conclusion of “low to moderate visual quality” also apply to this section.   The early morning hours when these dominant plumes will be visible are the exact same time period when I and most of my neighbors are outside performing farm chores or are driving on the highway.  This is precisely the time of day when we are acutely aware of the horizon, and it is the time of day when the Sierra Nevada are most visible and magnificent.  After reading the staff modeling of the size and duration of the plumes, I cannot comprehend how the conclusion could be reached that these plumes “would not cause significant and adverse direct or cumulative visual impacts.”  In addition, I would note that the size of these plumes (larger than the existing cooling towers) makes them visible to everyone who travels upon Highways 104, 116, 88, and most of those living within a 10 mile radius of Rancho 
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Seco, including most of the population of Wilton.  You have only to note the current visibility of the twin towers to extrapolate the visibility of the plume.  In discussing 

cumulative impacts, the staff analysis fails to note that the existing plant creates such a cumulative impact when combined with the plume.

3) Light Pollution
Over the last year, SMUD appears to have "beefed up" lighting on the existing site.  This may be due to post 9/11 security measures; but I am not aware of any environmental impact or public notice prior to this action.  This lighting substantially resembles the yellow glaring lighting at the Mule Creek State Prison in Ione.  When I moved to Herald, the only ambient nighttime lighting came from the occasional farmhouse, sporadic streetlight, and the small red lights on the twin towers to warn aircraft.  This current lighting is visible from my kitchen and dining room windows and glares through my bedroom window all night long.  I am very concerned about this increased lighting and that more light will pour into my house and will further obscure the night sky.  One of the reasons I moved to this area was to be able to observe the stars and to see the Milky Way.  It has been a fine location for an amateur astronomer.  I also wanted to raise my son with a real night sky.  The staff report fails to note the cumulative impact of lighting or to address SMUDs increased lighting at the existing site.  VIS-4 and VIS-5 as proposed by staff must be amended to include a requirement that SMUD mitigate the lighting it has chosen to augment at the existing power plant.  As condition of approval of the proposed site, all permanent SMUD lighting at the decommissioned Rancho Seco site also must be required to conform to the same lighting requirements proposed in VIS-5 so as to reduce any impact on the night sky and to eliminate the glare which invades my house and others in the neighborhood.  

According to information provided by the International Dark-Sky Association on their website, almost a third of the light used out-of-doors escapes into the night sky, where instead of providing useful illumination, it causes glare, sky glow and other types of light pollution.  In addition to compromising the quality of the environment, light pollution amounts to an enormous amount of wasted energy.  The Association estimates that each year in the United States, over $1 billion dollars is spent to generate this wasted light.  SMUD as a publicly owned utility should be particularly sensitive to this waste.

4) Impact on Biological Resources of both construction and plant operation with particular emphasis on birds (burrowing owls and Swainson’s hawks) and on vernal pools.
According to the CEC Status Report 3 the applicant has provided inadequate information about federally listed species affected by the proposed project and insufficient conservation measures to offset the effects from the project.  I have 
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burrowing owls on my land within 100 feet of the proposed gas line.  In addition, during the Spring and Summer I have observed a pair of nesting Swainson’s hawks and their young on my land.  They appear to be nesting in the trees along Clay Station Road, 

which are between my property and the proposed plant.  These birds forage on my pastureland and are very vulnerable to construction equipment.  Because of the range of these birds, they undoubtedly forage on the proposed site.  As one of less than 60 pairs in California (according to information available from the Raptor Center on the UC Davis campus), it would be a shame for SMUD’s proposed activities to jeopardize their existence.  The application and staff analysis in these areas are completely inadequate.   

Until adequate information is available and has been analyzed by staff, no final staff assessment can be completed or should be filed.

5) Alternative Sites
Because the above technical areas are not adequately mitigated, significant impacts remain.  Thus, a more in-depth discussion of alternative sites must take place, and the Staff Assessment is incomplete and subject to legal challenge in the absence of such analysis and discussion.

While the application describes the project as a 1,000 MW facility, it is in fact an application for a 500 MW facility, which may or may not entail later construction of a second 500 MW facility.   According to the PSA, “SMUD will decide in 2003 whether to proceed with Phase 2 or defer construction to a future date.  Although both phases will be examined in this proceeding, only the first 500 MW will actually be considered for licensing.”  (PSA 3.1-1)  Yet, the staff analysis of alternatives is based upon “[g}eneration of approximately 1,000 MW of electricity in a location that can serve SMUD's service area….” (Supplement to the PSA 6.1-2)  In rejecting the two alternative sites proposed by the applicant in the AFC (the Procter & Gamble Site and the Campbell Soup Site), the staff rejects both of these sites out-of-hand by saying that neither of these sites have sufficient land area to support a 1,000 MW facility.  However, the evaluation should be based upon whether either of these could support a 500 MW facility.  No analytical data supports the rejection of these alternatives.   These sites do not present the environmental and biological impacts associated with the 26 mile pipeline, the disruption and destruction of habitat for rare and endangered species, and the impairment of visual resources (including light pollution) presented by construction in a rural landscape.  I strongly urge a more careful review of alternatives so as to site the plant closer to the population center which places the demand for electricity and to ensure that significant impacts of the project are mitigated.

In conclusion, I believe that the construction of this large fossil fuel energy project will result in significant adverse effects on this rural environment.  I would like the staff to carefully assess alternatives, especially in light of the inadequate information on rare 
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and endangered species.  This project will destroy sensitive wildlife habitat that can not be mitigated adequately.   As a 100% purchase of greenpower under SMUD’s program, 

I would like to see the expanded use of alternative energy to fossil fuel production.  If this site ultimately is approved, the CEC should require  some real mitigation of these effects, such as requiring SMUD to install plume abatement technology; to remove and recycle at least some of the fencing, lighting, reactor, rail line, cooling towers, and other industrial detritus associated with the now non-operational plant; and to restore some of the land at the decommissioned site to the natural rolling pasture with wetlands, before being allowed to destroy more wildlife habitat and build more industrial structures.

Thank you for you consideration of my comments.  I expect a written and detailed response to each point made in the above letter.  I also expect the Commissioners to be made aware of my comments.  If necessary for my voice to be heard, I will intervene.  If you have any questions or need further information you may contact me at my office in Sacramento (445-3284) or my office e-mail (karen.french@sen.ca.gov).

Sincerely,

KAREN FRENCH

Cc:  Roberta Mendonca

