State: Entergy won’t indemnify its ratepayers
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WEST BRATTLEBORO — The commissioner of the Public Service Department said Wednesday the owners of Vermont Yankee nuclear power plant have so far refused the state’s request that Vermont ratepayers be “indemnified” against possible higher power costs if the reactor has to shut down unexpectedly. 

David O’Brien said the state had asked Entergy Nuclear Co. for a guarantee against the costs of replacement power if Vermont Yankee has to shut down for an extended period because of its plans to increase power production by 20 percent. 

As a result of that and other factors, the PSD remained unconvinced that the so-called power “uprate” requested by Entergy Nuclear was in the best interests of Vermont ratepayers, O’Brien said. His department acts as the ratepayers’ advocate before the rate-setting body, the Public Service Board. 

Entergy’s own experts estimate that Yankee’s reliability factors will decrease by 2 percent, or about seven days a year, which means Vermont utilities would have to buy power to replace Yankee’s power on the spot market. 

The power increase — 110 megawatts on top of the plant’s current 540 megawatts — traditionally has meant increased unreliability in similar projects, according to testimony by the state nuclear engineer filed earlier this week with the PSB. 

About 55 percent of Yankee’s power now stays in Vermont; it represents one-third of the state’s electrical needs. 

Last week, as the Northeast power grid convulsed and put millions of Americans in the dark, Vermont Yankee stayed on line, helping to anchor the New England power system, along with other power plants. 

However, there is no guarantee that the 110 megawatts of additional power would stay in Vermont, a fact which puts it at loggerheads with state law regarding the construction of power facilities, O’Brien said. 

The contract Entergy Nuclear has with Central Vermont Public Service Corp. and Green Mountain Power states that replacement power when the plant is shut down is not its responsibility. 

The New England Coalition has estimated those seven days of power at $1.5 million. 

The Vermont State Nuclear Advisory Panel, of which O’Brien is chairman, was in West Brattleboro Wednesday evening for a regular meeting. The majority of the meeting dealt with the proposed power increase, as well as the proposal that the state ask the Nuclear Regulatory Commission for an independent safety assessment of Yankee, before the power increase is granted. 

About 150 people attended the meeting at the Academy School. The vast majority of those present were either Entergy employees or company supporters, according to Entergy Nuclear officials. 

Entergy Nuclear has a request pending before the Vermont PSB for the power increase. It has yet to file its formal request with the NRC on the issue, although it is expected to do so next month some time, according to Jay Thayer, site vice president of Entergy Nuclear. 

Technical hearings on the power increase resume next month, with a decision expected in mid-November, Thayer said. 

In new testimony, Entergy Nuclear claimed that the additional 110 megawatts of power would mean fewer greenhouse gases being produced, according to O’Brien. He said his department’s evaluation of the claim, when compared against the environmental risks of nuclear power, showed the two environmental effects to be a wash. 

“There is a net effect of zero and we’re back to square one,” O’Brien said during a break in the meeting. 

O’Brien said negotiations with Entergy would continue. 

The panel, which heard from two anti-nuclear groups — the New England Coalition and Nuclear Free Vermont — about their concerns about the power increase. The panel also debated whether an independent safety assessment by the NRC would be a good thing. 

Sen. Mark MacDonald, D-Orange, a member of the panel, said he supported the independent review as a way of settling, once and at least for the time being, questions about Yankee’s safety. 

MacDonald asked Thayer of Entergy Nuclear why he would oppose such a review, if it could only prove that the plant was well run and safe. 

“What are you afraid of?” MacDonald asked. 

Thayer said it would be an abuse of the existing regulatory process. He said the NRC conducted an independent safety assessment at Maine Yankee nuclear power plant in 1996, but only because of severe problems at that plant, which is now permanently shut down and being dismantled. 

William Sherman, the state’s nuclear engineer, had earlier this year recommended against such an NRC review. At one point, he said that Vermont Yankee was an “exemplarily run plant,” although he later amended that to “well-run.” 

O’Brien said he followed Sherman’s advice, but other panel members — not just MacDonald — said the department was being too hasty in its evaluation. 

In a compromise move, O’Brien then suggested that Sherman would do additional research on the issue of what an independent safety assessment would be. The matter will be discussed at the panel’s next meeting. 

The panel also heard from the public. There were testimonials from Entergy employees, as well as residents who said they were concerned about the safety of the aging of the 31-year-old reactor. 
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