Entergy strikes new deals in bid for uprate
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By SUSAN SMALLHEER Herald Staff 

Entergy Nuclear announced late Friday that it had struck deals with two Vermont utilities that would protect Vermont consumers from possible problems at Vermont Yankee if power production increases make the plant unreliable. 

At the same time, Entergy announced that it had reached a tentative deal with Vermont Electric Cooperative of Johnson to sell it 10 megawatts of power, roughly 40 percent of that small utility’s load, with the power eventually coming from the so-called power uprate. 

Jay Thayer, Entergy Nuclear vice president, made the announcements, saying that the agreements with Central Vermont Public Service Corp., Green Mountain Power Corp. and VEC had only been finalized Friday, the deadline for the latest round of testimony to be filed with the Public Service Board. 

Thayer, who traveled to Springfield to make the announcement, said the company had worked hard to address concerns outlined by the state of Vermont. 

Entergy Nuclear wants to increase power production at the 540-megawatt Vermont Yankee nuclear power plant by 20 percent, or 110 megawatts. 

Thayer said Entergy still did not have the support of the Department of Public Service, although he hoped the Douglas administration would now support the power increase on economic grounds. 

“It’s time to get serious,” Thayer said, adding that the timing of his announcement had nothing to do with last week’s recommendation from the Public Service Board that Entergy be sanctioned for disobeying board orders on the exchange of information. 

Entergy’s announcement, which came at the close of business Friday, follows a pattern the company established last year when it purchased Vermont Yankee from its New England utility owners. 

Entergy negotiated hard with the Department of Public Service, only making concessions at the last minute before the $180 million deal fell through. 

Thayer said that Entergy had been negotiating with Vermont Electric Co-op for about five weeks, and had been negotiating with the Department of Public Service for months to address the state’s concerns that there wasn’t enough benefit — or even protection — for Vermont ratepayers. 

“This should isolate Vermont ratepayers from any potential harm,” Thayer said, saying the two deals addressed the concerns raised last week by Michael Dworkin, the chairman of the Public Service Board . 

Entergy spokesman Robert Williams estimated the value of the deal with CVPS and GMP at $1.5 million, and he said a three-year cap on the deal was warranted, since problems at reactors with power uprates surface early. 

But Raymond Shadis, the staff adviser for the New England Coalition, said the concessions amounted to 18 cents a month on the average electric bill for a company that is estimated to be making $20 million a year from the power increase. 

Shadis said he based his calculations on the cap Entergy had placed on possible recovery by CVPS and GMP in the event there are unexpected shutdowns at Yankee because of the power increase, divided by the number of households in Vermont. 

Shadis said the proposal would give Vermont ratepayers a miniscule amount of financial protection, and he said the utilities would have to prove that any problems were due to the power increase. 

He called Entergy’s offer “chump change.” 

“They are putting in the equivalent of a 300-megawatt thermal reactor, putting it in an old shell, with increased risk to everyone, increased radiation to everyone,” Shadis said. 

“What can you buy for 18 cents? Half a postage stamp? Not even,” he said. 

Arnold Gundersen, a former nuclear industry executive who has raised safety concerns about the power increase, said: “This thing has more holes in it than Swiss cheese. Entergy Nuclear agrees with me in that reliability will deteriorate as the plant approaches the end of its life. If they did not agree with me that end of life was a problem, they would offer protection out to 2012. Why do they stop in two years? What are they afraid of?” 

The increased power production will accelerate the aging process at the reactor, Gundersen said. The reactor started operation in 1972. 

On the new three-year contract with Vermont Electric Cooperative, managing director Kelly Enright said Friday that the deal was a boon to her utility, as well as Entergy’s employees. 

“We think it’s a very good deal. We feel that it’s a reasonably priced contract compared to other options,” she said. “We would like to see Vermont Yankee continue.” 

VEC serves about 2,500 Windham County customers in Halifax, Marlboro, the outskirts of Brattleboro, Windham, Dover and Wilmington, she said. The balance of its service area is in northern Vermont. 

Enright said the contract with Entergy was below current market costs, and was lower than other power contracts the utility had considered. 

She declined to say what the price of power was. 

Thayer said VEC was getting power cheaper than CVPS and GMP, which signed 10-year contracts with Entergy last year. Vermont Yankee’s license to operate expires in 2012. 

Enright said 85 percent of her utility’s contracts expire at the end of the year. The 10 megawatts will initially come from Entergy’s nuclear reactor outside Boston, the Pilgrim plant, but if the power increase is approved at Vermont Yankee, then the source will be in Vermont. 

At the same time, Thayer said that the ongoing problems over the exchange of information on the case were exaggerated. 

“I think there’s been too much made of the discovery process,” Thayer said, noting the company was “going to some lengths” to complete the exchange of information ordered by the Public Service Board. 

Thayer, who wrote a letter earlier this week to Dworkin, said the letter was not an apology to the PSB for the discovery problems. “It’s not a `letter of sincere regret,’” he said. 
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