Coal Plant Emissions: Xcel Energy


There are a variety of sources of air pollution that are of concern in Southeast Minneapolis.  In this article I would like to mention one of the largest single sources of pollutants including mercury, lead, sulfur oxides, nitrogen oxides, and carbon dioxide found here in Minneapolis and around the country.  That source is the coal-fired power plant.

With energy issues and ozone alerts recently in the news, I think it is important to understand what increased reliance on coal as an energy source means for people in SE Minneapolis (and greater Minnesota).  The effects of the compounds emitted are listed below.  

Mercury:

About a third (34%)of all Mercury emitted comes from power plants, and 99% of that comes from coal.  Mercury is emitted from power plants and can travel hundreds of miles before it is deposited into lakes and rivers.   It is the primary contaminant for fish advisories posted throughout the state (see the Minnesota Dept. of Health’s website--www.health.state.mn.us).  The mercury accumulates in fish tissue and is passed up the food chain to us when we eat fish from contaminated rivers and lakes.  This form of mercury is called methyl mercury and it is readily absorbed into the blood and passed to all areas of the body including the brain.  Children and infants are most at risk to the effects of mercury which include: central nervous system damage, delays in developmental milestones (walking & talking), reduced cognitive ability, and birth defects.  Mercury concentrations in an expecting mother are readily passed to a developing fetus and for that reason recommended fish consumption levels are lower for that group.

Lead:

Lead inhaled is just as harmful as lead ingested (swallowed) and associated with paint chips.  Lead is deposited in the same way mercury is, and the effects of lead poisoning are well known.   Lead has an effect on the central nervous system, but also affects the kidneys and immune system.  Like mercury, it causes developmental problems, learning problems, and affects memory.  Young and unborn children are especially at risk.

Sulfur Dioxide (SO2):

This is the pollutant associated with “acid rain”.  Power plants are the primary generator of this pollutant accounting for more than half (56%) of all of Minnesota’s air emissions.  Besides having a foul smell, sulfur dioxide emissions contribute to acidifying lakes/rivers, regional haze (visible air pollution), and vegetation damage.  Another term for this pollutant is “soot” which is a type of fine particulate matter that is linked to increased risk of SIDS (sudden infant death syndrome).  Soot also is a problem for children and adults suffering from asthma or other respiratory problems.  Fine particulate matter shortens the lives of about 45,000 people each year.

Nitrogen Oxides (NOx):

The big concern with nitrogen oxides is their ability to form Ozone when combined with other chemicals found in the air.  Ozone is not the same as the ozone layer in the upper atmosphere (which is helpful and shields us from the sun’s ultraviolet light).  Ozone produced at ground level is harmful and is known as “Smog”.   Smog especially affects persons with asthma, emphysema, and other respiratory problems, but even affects the breathing of healthy people.  We have had several air quality alerts this summer due to Ozone.  The MPCA (Minnesota Pollution Control Agency) has stated that we have had some of the worst air quality in 20 years this summer.  NOx emissions are similar to Sulfur emissions contributing to acid rain, crop/vegetation damage, and regional haze.  Nitrous oxide and Ozone are also a “greenhouse gases” which mean they contribute to global warming.

Carbon Dioxide:

Electric power plants account for about 40% of the carbon dioxide emissions which is probably the best known “greenhouse” gas that has been linked to global warming.  There is general agreement among climatologists that man-made carbon dioxide emissions are the probable cause of increased earth temperatures and weather-related disasters.  There is much debate about future trends and how much of an effect the additional carbon dioxide will have on the earth’s climate as a whole, but there is no debate that the levels are rising at an increasing rate.  If nothing is done to curb Carbon Dioxide emissions the results of rising seas could be disastrous in coastal areas and damages due to weather related events could be wide-spread.

This is just a sampling of what is coming out of the 26 power plants in Minnesota.  It is important to know these facts is because this is not a remote issue that affects someone else, we have 3 old fashioned coal plants power plants in the vicinity of Southeast along with the university’s steam plant next to the river.   The steam plant employs a newer technology, which is in fact “cleaner” than the older power plants, but the potential to emit the above compounds is the same. When problems occur (and they do) we as residents have to breathe the consequences. 

The old fashioned power plants like Xcel Energy Riverside (3100 Marshall St.) operate today in the same manner as they did in1949 when the plant was first commissioned to burn coal. Riverside is one of the many plants that is “grandfathered in” due to its age, and was not held to the standards of the 1970 Clean Air Act, or the mercury emission reductions of the 1990 amendment to the Clean Air Act.   It was thought because these plants were already 20-30 years old in 1970 that they would be replaced due to the fact they were reaching the end of their useful life. That ,unfortunately, did not  happen. The Riverside plant has the ability to burn other fuels, but they currently burn coal because it is the cheapest.  The fact that they are allowed to burn coal with reduced emission controls puts everyone at risk that breathes the air.  For this reason I am hoping when their Title V (EPA) permit expires this year, that the residents of Southeast will pay special attention and voice their opinion about this very dirty source of energy.

Justin Eibenholzl
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I can be contacted for more information at:

SECIA

2010 E. Hennepin Ave.

Minneapolis, MN 55416

Sources of information:

www.cleartheair.org

(National Campaign Against Dirty Power)

www.health.state.mn.us  (Minnesota Dept. of Health’s website--children’s health topics, fish advisory links)

www.atsdr.cdc.gov/child  (Agency for Toxic Substances Disease Registry)

www.epa.gov
(Environmental Protection Agency website, global warming section)

