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Hurricane's lessons add pressure for solution to Dominion coal-ash
storage
By MICHAEL MARTZ Richmond Times-Dispatch  19 hrs ago

The fresh memory of Hurricane Florence is adding urgency to a slow-moving legislative effort to
resolve public concern about millions of cubic yards of coal ash stored next to rivers at power plant
sites in Virginia.

Southeastern Virginia had been in the path of the hurricane as it approached the Atlantic coast in
September with threats of high storm surge and torrential rain, but instead the storm punished
North Carolina and swamped at least one utility coal ash storage pond in its path next to the Cape

Tests from environmental groups show Dominion Energy’s Chesterfield and Bremo Bluff ash ponds are leaking potentially tox
metals into the James River.
ALEXA WELCH EDLUND

https://www.richmond.com/users/profile/MichaelMartz
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%253Fxai%253DAKAOjsuCzJGBMIglZg00tWz_asANVqmTvd63-YYYxlgeKOWA34hswZDun6I2Ids38eIx6ZExowWDsZI1uw3pGbp2cPBjjSQsraGy1qQG6cEYKD02vBv9hTydp5xJhvPejbR9I_Km6QdNQQUjIuXp2ig-Nxxzn0VC-skFBji8W-RT7FciWj_rUgM6BtJHUmIHL0icHn8T2OxIlXqWXq9olFwReoP2iDnm8QHl-HHOpOl2_yGtMO8bhUkFrjKRvrZg8fAIygys3PzxGqbklqc2PEBRzWrJmIAn0_ugmVy-j4TZll_7K0xVJxPGxBA-2qxt%2526sai%253DAMfl-YT1DJIu8nM7u-lKrPc_o8EBuq2CfMimKOABqJWXds48cZi-a6L_ADpDfBjMAU1H2cIzMMRUHUnJm7OwVGSTx0Rj6cpy13J5DziqnLqH3X4KfQkfABs1yTngz52Q%2526sig%253DCg0ArKJSzMsiQUHedrrbEAE%2526urlfix%253D1%2526adurl%253Dhttps://www.richmondparadeofhomes.com/2018/


10/10/2018 Hurricane's lessons add pressure for solution to Dominion coal-ash storage | General-assembly | richmond.com

https://www.richmond.com/news/virginia/government-politics/general-assembly/hurricane-s-lessons-add-pressure-for-solution-to-dominion-coal/article… 2/6

Fear River.

“Hurricane Florence is a wake-up call,” said Nate Benforado, an attorney for the Southern
Environmental Law Center in a presentation on Tuesday to a joint Commerce and Labor
subcommittee.

The subcommittee is studying options for dealing with more than 27 million cubic yards of coal ash
— the potentially toxic byproduct of burning coal that is laced with heavy metals — stored in ponds
and landfills at four power plant sites in the Chesapeake Bay watershed owned by Dominion Energy,
the state’s largest public utility. Dominion has estimated that all the ash would fill the back of a
dump truck nearly 1.8 million times.

Those sites include two coal ash storage ponds at a coal-fired power plant next to a recreation area
along the James River at Dutch Gap in Chesterfield County. Those two ponds hold almost 15 million
cubic yards of ash.

“That’s a concern to us,” Sen. Amanda Chase, R-Chesterfield, told members of the joint committee.
“As we have seen with Hurricane Florence, we’re going to pay for it now, or we’re going to pay for it
later.”

Chase and Sen. Scott Surovell, D-Fairfax, have led the legislative charge to find a solution that
doesn’t cover the storage ponds with a cap and leave the coal ash in place, where it already is
polluting groundwater.

https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%253Fxai%253DAKAOjsuCzJGBMIglZg00tWz_asANVqmTvd63-YYYxlgeKOWA34hswZDun6I2Ids38eIx6ZExowWDsZI1uw3pGbp2cPBjjSQsraGy1qQG6cEYKD02vBv9hTydp5xJhvPejbR9I_Km6QdNQQUjIuXp2ig-Nxxzn0VC-skFBji8W-RT7FciWj_rUgM6BtJHUmIHL0icHn8T2OxIlXqWXq9olFwReoP2iDnm8QHl-HHOpOl2_yGtMO8bhUkFrjKRvrZg8fAIygys3PzxGqbklqc2PEBRzWrJmIAn0_ugmVy-j4TZll_7K0xVJxPGxBA-2qxt%2526sai%253DAMfl-YT1DJIu8nM7u-lKrPc_o8EBuq2CfMimKOABqJWXds48cZi-a6L_ADpDfBjMAU1H2cIzMMRUHUnJm7OwVGSTx0Rj6cpy13J5DziqnLqH3X4KfQkfABs1yTngz52Q%2526sig%253DCg0ArKJSzMsiQUHedrrbEAE%2526urlfix%253D1%2526adurl%253Dhttps://www.richmondparadeofhomes.com/2018/


10/10/2018 Hurricane's lessons add pressure for solution to Dominion coal-ash storage | General-assembly | richmond.com

https://www.richmond.com/news/virginia/government-politics/general-assembly/hurricane-s-lessons-add-pressure-for-solution-to-dominion-coal/article… 3/6

Instead, they carried legislation this year to extend a moratorium on state permits for capping the
ponds until next summer and require study of options for excavating the ash and potentially
recycling it for concrete and other beneficial uses.

Dominion is sorting through 12 bid proposals solicited in response to the legislation to address the
problem with a combination of solutions, including excavation and recycling, at five of the 11
storage ponds operated by the company in Virginia.

The company said it is open to a variety of approaches that would allow it to meet a federal deadline
of disposing of the ash, one way or another, within 15 years.

“What we’re really interested in is a soup-to-nuts solution,” Dominion Vice President Bill Murray told
the subcommittee.

Dominion also is concerned about the potential cost of excavating the ash to either recycle it or
deposit it in lined landfills, which it has estimated at ranging from $1.5 billion to more than $4 billion
just at the Chesterfield sites.

The company plans to report its findings by the legislative deadline of Nov. 15.

Dominion spokesman David Botkins said the coal ash sites are “a legacy problem that has been
around for 60-plus years — it’s getting fixed on our watch.”
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“Things like this don’t get fixed overnight, but it is getting fixed,“ Botkins said.

The ash ponds covered by the utility request for proposals include two in Chesterfield, one at Bremo
Bluff in Fluvanna County, a closed power plant site in Chesapeake, and one pond at Possum Point in
Prince William County, where the company already has consolidated ash from five ponds.

It does not include a clay-lined landfill next to the Yorktown power plant in York County, which
prompted Randie Trestrail of Poquoson and Elizabeth Wilkins of Yorktown to ask legislators to
address the issue there, too.

“We should do everything we can to remove all of the coal ash,” Trestrail said.

Dominion has acknowledged contamination of groundwater from the ash, but the company
contends there is no evidence that toxic pollutants have drained into private wells from the sites.

As a neighbor of the Possum Point power plant and coal ash sites, Patty Marrow strongly disagrees.

“I’m waiting to see progress,” Marrow told legislators. “When it comes out of your water tap, you
might think a little differently.”
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Environmentalists also are concerned about the threat of toxic contaminants leaching from coal ash
sites into adjoining waters — the James River in Chesterfield and Bremo Bluff, Quantico Creek and
the Potomac River at Possum Point, and Deep Creek and the Elizabeth River South Branch in
Chesapeake.

A federal judge found last year that arsenic had seeped from the Chesapeake site into adjoining
waters, but not at levels that threatened human health or the environment. U.S. District Court Judge
John A. Gibney Jr. found that Dominion had violated the Clean Water Act, but not its state permits
under the law.

A three-judge panel of the 4th Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals overruled Gibney last month on the
Clean Water Act violation, ruling that pollution from a landfill is not regulated as a point source
under the law.

Hurricane Florence provided a reminder how natural disaster can put the sites at risk.

After the storm made landfall near Wilmington, N.C., on Sept. 13, it caused a dam to breach on a
reservoir at a closed Duke Energy power plant and coal ash site next to the Cape Fear River.
Flooding swamped at least one of the coal ash basins, although it is not clear how much pollution
entered the river.

Florence threatened to deluge southeastern Virginia with 10 to 20 inches of rain before the storm
shifted course. Dominion said it had staged equipment and lowered water levels in coal ash storage
ponds in case of flooding from the storm.

Sen. John Cosgrove, R-Chesapeake, said he is worried less about the potential contamination of
groundwater than a “breach of these storage facilities.”
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