Tom Frantz

Association of Irritated Residents

30100 Orange St

Shafter, CA 93263

July 26, 2011

Mary Nichols, Air Resources Board Chairperson
James Goldstene

California Air Resources Board
Sacramento, CA

Via email: 

Re:  Draft alternatives analysis-- the negative impacts of AB 32 and related carbon trading schemes in the San Joaquin Valley

Dear Chairperson Nichols and Mr. Goldstene:

These comments are a discussion of how AB 32 is having negative effects on air quality in the San Joaquin Valley (SJV).  It illustrates a type of Wild West scramble for carbon credits and so-called “renewable energy” without regard to resulting air pollution and often without a lifecycle analysis of carbon footprints. The result is little or no change from the current situation of business as usual including the local expansion of fossil fuel burning power plants.  The reader will learn how the AB 32 promise of reduction of co-pollutants is being broken and ignored, resulting in pollutant increases in many cases, lost opportunities in others, and inappropriate, unjust use of carbon credits and underestimated carbon footprints harming environmental justice communities throughout the San Joaquin Valley.  
Since the approval of the AB 32 Scoping Plan in 2008 there have been many new and polluting energy projects proposed and begun in the SJV and they have all been justified in some way as critical elements in California’s goal to reduce green house gases.  From Ceres to Arvin along Hwy 99 and from Grayson to Buttonwillow along I-5 these projects have located themselves mostly next to or upwind of low-income communities which already bear the ravages of horrendous pollution in a valley with the worst air in the United States.    

These projects go by “green” sounding names like biofuel refineries,  renewable energy biomass incinerators, sewage sludge gasification plants, clean energy carbon capture and sequestration projects, biodigestors, and new, ultra-efficient, natural gas power plants and steam generators for enhanced oil recovery.  In every case, often by starting with a questionable baseline, these projects claim to lower the carbon intensity of our energy but in reality they add significant amounts of criteria air pollutants to the SJV air basin.  Ironically, the promise of AB 32 was that these so-called “renewable energy” projects would complement and not undermine the state’s efforts to improve air quality.   

The AB 32 language from Part 5, Section 38570 of the Health and Safety Code says:  
(b) Prior to the inclusion of any market-based compliance mechanism

in the regulations, to the extent feasible and in furtherance of achieving the

statewide greenhouse gas emissions limit, the state board shall do all of the

following:

(1) Consider the potential for direct, indirect, and cumulative emission

impacts from these mechanisms, including localized impacts in

communities that are already adversely impacted by air pollution.

(2) Design any market-based compliance mechanism to prevent any

increase in the emissions of toxic air contaminants or criteria air

pollutants.
What follows are brief examples of how AB 32 and its related programs at the CEC and PUC are causing a degradation of air quality in the SJV both directly and indirectly.  These examples should not be seen as an exhaustive list but simply illustrative of what is and can happen when one pollutant (CO2) is controlled and manipulated at the expense of other air pollutants such as those which more immediately affect people’s lives and health. 
Example One –Biofuel and Biogas is not Renewable Energy and Impacts the Community with Air Pollution:  Just outside the community of Pixley, in Tulare County, sits the Calgren Ethanol Plant which in early 2011 was the only operating corn ethanol plant in California even though several others have been built and others have permits to build.  This facility receives corn from the Midwest by train and trucks out the ethanol to refineries and wet distillers grains to dairies.  It produces 55 million gallons of ethanol and 400,000 tons of wet distillers grains annually.   These operations require up to 3,000 mmbtu/day or 3m cubic ft of natural gas per day to operate and add an estimated 30 tons of NOx, 30 tons of VOC, and 10 tons of PM emissions to valley air annually.   It claims to be part of the solution of reducing green house gases and part of the Low Carbon Fuel Standard.  They have initiated a project, with CEC subsidies, to use biogas from dairies as part of their plant energy supply.  The claim is made that this biogas will lower their carbon footprint even further.
  The problem is burning biogas will not lower NOx emissions and other pollutants for the community of Pixley and the Southern SJV region.  This biogas project is claimed to lower the carbon footprint of the ethanol because it is assumed that the biogas is 100% renewable.  Without a life-cycle analysis of how the biogas is produced, including the huge reliance of dairies on cheap fossil fuel for every aspect of their operations, no such claim should be made.  There is more on this topic in example six below.

Example Two – Conversions from Coal to Biomass as a Fuel for Cogeneration is Unsustainable, Yet Qualifies for Carbon Credits:  The Mt. Poso Cogeneration plant in Northern Kern County makes steam for oil extraction and electricity for the grid using coal imported from out of state by rail and delivered by truck from a depot approximately 20 miles distant.  They also burn tires and petroleum coke.  This plant’s significant pollution drifts directly towards Arvin, the most polluted city in the United States and one of the poorest.  Mt Poso is converting its fuel supply to biomass which qualifies it for renewable energy contracts.
  Since they are making steam for enhanced oil production, there will most likely be some kind of carbon credit attributed to the oil extraction process as well even though it is very polluting.  Because there is insufficient agricultural biomass for currently operating biomass incinerators in the Valley, any new incinerators such as Mt. Poso will force biomass fuel to come from outside the Valley.  It is estimated that Mt. Poso will need 400,000 tons of biomass fuel annually and this fuel will either directly or indirectly (because of fuel displaced from other incinerators in the valley) come from an average one-way distance of 150 miles.  This type of fuel source is less efficient than coal in terms of transportation energy because it requires more trucking.   Mt. Poso, with this conversion, will increase NOx and particulate matter emissions in the Valley while they get credits for producing renewable energy and lower the carbon footprint of oil extraction activities.  

Example Three – Biomass Sector is Growing Unsustainably and Without Accountability:  Existing biomass incinerators in the San Joaquin Valley consume approximately 1.5 million tons of biomass fuel annually.  There are proposals for new biomass facilities and conversions, such as Mt. Poso, which can quickly double or triple the amount of biomass needed.  One of the largest ones, owned by Covanta, sits just outside the low-income communities of Delano and McFarland in Kern County.  Originally, these plants were built to prevent agricultural biomass from being burned in the open fields which was worse for air pollution than controlled burning of the biomass in an incinerator.  Less than half of the biomass burned in recent years has come from agricultural sources and the rest comes from urban landfills throughout the state (See Table 7-3 below).  Table 7-3 is from the April 14, 2010 SJV Air Pollution Control District draft staff report concerning the open burning rule.  With credits now being given away freely for production of so-called “renewable energy,” proposals are being made to increase these types of plants far beyond the amount of agricultural based fuel supply.  These projects are not sustainable.  There is no consideration of the GHG emissions from trucking the biomass long distances, or what is really in this biomass and how it was produced (life-cycle analysis), the co-pollutants and environmental justice impacts and whether it would be significantly more efficient, in terms of the carbon, to recycle or compost this biomass instead of incinerating it.
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Example Four – Sewage Slugde Incinerators are Not Renewable Energy and are Unsustainable yet Lost Hills, a low-income farmworker community in Kern County, found out by accident in the fall of 2010, that the county had approved a massive sewage sludge incinerator in their area without adequate outreach.   This project proposes to generate up to 13 MW of renewable electricity annually by incinerating 800,000 tons of a combination of sewage sludge and biomass.
  This “fuel” will be trucked from LA over 150 miles and the profit is all in the tipping fees.  The trucking by itself uses more energy than will be produced.   Kern County and Lost Hills will get plenty of additional air pollution from both the incinerator and the trucks and PG&E has a contract to purchase and profit off of the so-called “renewable energy”.

Example Five:  The infamous Hydrogen Energy California (HECA) project, destined for Kern County, continues its ponderous and ever changing way through the permit process at the CEC.   It will capture some CO2 and produce Hydrogen for supposed “low carbon energy production.”  But, burning the hydrogen as fuel actually produces more NOx than burning natural gas.  There will also be lots of particulate emissions.   The fuel (pet coke) will all be trucked into the San Joaquin Valley from LA after they use coal for the first two years which is delivered by rail and truck.  The definition of low-carbon energy is up in the air.   Because of the energy needed to clean, compress, and inject the CO2 plus emissions from many other project sources, it is likely that HECA cannot make energy any more efficiently than a natural gas plant in terms of GHG emissions and we know it is worse for air pollution.  Yet, the state’s Blue Ribbon Panel on Carbon Capture and Storage strongly recommends that carbon credits be issued for projects like this.
  The projection is that ten more of these plants could be placed in the same general area in Kern County because there is room for the CO2 underground in enhanced oil production operations.

Example Six:  PG&E currently has a plan whereby its customers can mitigate their GHG emissions from electricity use by paying into a fund that builds biodigesters on manure lagoons at dairies in order to create renewable energy in the form of methane capture.  The first such digester project using these carbon credits seems to be undergoing construction this year in Kern County.
  It was mentioned earlier that the Calgren Ethanol Plant in Pixley has a similar project.  There is a potential for many of these kinds of projects to be built, both in the San Joaquin Valley and elsewhere, once major fossil fuel refineries and power plants are required to purchase and sell carbon credits.  Instead of reducing their emissions they will pay for construction of a digestor at a fossil fuel dependent milk factory.  The use of the biogas in boilers or engines will actually add to San Joaquin Valley air pollution.   If the dairy industry instead, were forced to pay a price that truly reflected their heavy dependence on fossil fuel they would either build the digesters themselves or the manure from their cows would go directly to fertilize crops (replacing imported fossil fuel based fertilizer) and not be left to rot in lagoons producing methane in the first place.

Example Seven:  The CEC decided to approve a 600 MW natural gas power plant near the low-income communities of Avenal and Kettleman City in November of 2009.   It was justified through a claim that its operation would reduce GHG emissions on a system wide basis (meaning the electrical grid of the Western United States).  Its production was predicted by CEC staff to displace electricity from out of state coal plants and to displace ocean cooled plants along California’s coastline.
  What was not mentioned were the criteria air pollutants this plant will add to the San Joaquin Valley and the related environmental injustice issues while air pollution is being decreased elsewhere, like at Huntington Beach or Morro Bay.  Our local air district is currently approving 22 separate 85MMbtu steam generators for Aera Energy and others for other oil extraction companies.  Our air is getting worse as the last drop of local oil is extracted yet AB 32 assures us fossil fuel use well be declining at great benefit to the environment.
Example Eight:  Finally, a mention has to be made of the use of an inappropriately low GHG emission rate for new projects using electricity in the SJV.  The Hydrogen Energy California (HECA) project, mentioned earlier for its air pollution related to carbon capture, is obviously required to calculate its total GHG footprint.  The applicant used a figure supplied by the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District that is inappropriately low for an emission factor related to the electricity used by the project.  The actual document is not available online so a relevant table from the document is in Table-d.1 below. 

[image: image2.emf]  The result is that HECA and other similar polluting projects in the region have a low baseline, a distinct advantage if they locate in the southern end of the San Joaquin Valley because they seemingly get to use a lower than average GHG emission factor compared to elsewhere in the state.  This makes it easier for a project like HECA to meet any “cap” on carbon emissions and undermines the goals of AB 32.
To summarize, the environmental justice and air pollution impacts on the San Joaquin Valley by so-called “renewable energy” and “low carbon” projects have gone unstudied despite documentation of the additional impacts that these AB 32 related policies have on already adversely impacted low-income communities of color and the regional air pollution problem.  The Air Resources Board must correct this in the alternatives analysis of the Scoping Plan and ensure it has used resources towards a good faith effort for outreach and maximizing public participation.
Sincerely,

Tom Frantz, President
Association of Irritated Residents
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