Yankee talks on hold
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By SUSAN SMALLHEER Herald Staff 

With Entergy Nuclear facing possible sanctions from the Public Service Board, negotiations with the Douglas administration over a possible settlement on its plans to increase power production at Vermont Yankee have stopped. 

While confirming that talks were suspended, neither side would say why Monday. 

John Sayles, deputy commissioner of the Department of Public Service, said discussions, which had been ongoing for the past several weeks, had ended. 

“It’s my understanding we’re not in discussions with Entergy right now,” Sayles said. 

“We’re not currently in negotiations. But we remain open to reaching a settlement,” said Robert Williams, Entergy Nuclear’s spokesman. 

When asked why talks were suspended, Williams said, “I don’t have that kind of detail.” 

“Good,” responded Raymond Shadis, staff member of the New England Coalition, an anti-nuclear group that is fighting Entergy’s bid to increase power production by 20 percent, or 110 megawatts. 

The New England Coalition is opposed to the power increase, saying it would put too much pressure on an aging reactor and create additional high- and low-level nuclear waste. 

“Entergy has been dishonest and deceitful with the state, and right now, sanctions are pending against them,” Shadis said. 

Last week, as the second round of technical hearings into Entergy’s request concluded, the chairman and members of the Public Service Board sharply rebuked Entergy attorneys and asked the coalition to propose sanctions against the energy giant. 

Sayles said he didn’t know the details behind the change in talks, noting that Commissioner David O’Brien was on vacation. 

Last week, while O’Brien was sitting in on some of the technical hearings on the so-called power uprate, he said that talks were continuing to try and reach a settlement so the department could support the project. 

The department acts as the ratepayers’ advocate in such cases. 

To date, the department has failed to support the project, saying there is no guaranteed benefit to Vermont ratepayers, and possible financial harm. 

In particular, the state’s ratepayers’ advocate said the increase in production could make the Vernon plant less reliable, which would mean higher energy costs for Vermont utilities and their ratepayers, who would have to go on the open market for more expensive replacement power. 

But that was before PSB Chairman Michael Dworkin asked the coalition for its recommendations for sanctions against Entergy. 

Dworkin and other board members were upset that Entergy attorneys appeared to ignore board orders to turn over documents about its power production plans to the anti-nuclear group. 

And in particular, the board was upset that attorneys appeared to try and impeach a witness for the anti-nuclear group, Arnold Gundersen, with different documents than they had provided him earlier. 

Shadis said he hadn’t decided what he would propose for sanctions against Entergy. The deadline for his recommendations is Wednesday, and Entergy has until Monday to respond. “We haven’t sorted it out yet,” Shadis said. 

Entergy and the coalition are old foes: Last year Entergy’s attorneys attempted to have the coalition’s attorney barred from practicing before the Public Service Board over comments he made to a reporter that Entergy claimed was a violation of a confidentiality agreement. 

As a result, the coalition has refused to sign any confidentiality agreements this time around, to the frustration of Entergy officials. 

One possibility discussed last week was to ask for a delay in the proceedings that would allow the coalition’s safety expert, Gundersen, more time to evaluate Entergy’s proposal. Gundersen, who is a former nuclear industry executive and engineer, now teaches at Burlington High School. 

“Entergy has not earned the trust and respect of the state to be accepted as a negotiating partner,” Shadis said. 
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