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Power generator AES Corp. is seeking fast-track approval for plans to refurbish a partially mothballed behemoth of a power plant, whose ugly smokestacks have loomed over Huntington Beach's coastal strand for the past 40 years.

With an expedited approval, AES officials say, the old plant can be retrofitted in time to begin pumping 450 new megawatts of relatively clean power into California's demand-stressed transmission grid in time for next summer, when a repeat of this year's power crisis is expected. After a $100 million retrofit, the plant would emit 80% less ozone-depleting nitrogen-oxide gas than the current plant while doubling capacity. 

AES, based in Arlington, Va., has enlisted local lawmakers to help persuade state regulators that they need to accelerate further the process for approving new power plants -- a process that was already streamlined by the Legislature this year to get needed plants online more quickly. The project, they argue, should be rushed not only because it offers needed power, but also because the retrofitted plant would be less polluting than the existing plant.

AES says it must have a license for the plant by March 1 to have enough time to get the plant fully ready for the start of the summer peak electrical-demand season.

"This is the poster child for the question: Can we deal with the permitting issues associated with something like this quickly enough to get the resources online for next summer?" says J. Stuart Ryan, AES Pacific Division president.

Mr. Ryan says the new law is "worthless" because it doesn't take into account the special circumstances of retrofits, such as his, which shouldn't require the same time-consuming review needed for new plants.

The proposal is "a no-brainer solution," says Assemblyman Scott Baugh, a Huntington Beach Republican. "Do we have the political will to fire up these dormant plants with the appropriate emissions modifications to help solve this energy crisis quickly?"

But regulators so far appear unimpressed with the company's arguments and are unwilling to speed up their already accelerated review process.

After an exchange of letters with William J. Keese, chairman of the state Energy Commission, which permits new power plants, Mr. Baugh says his requests to speed the AES project received "a less than enthusiastic reaction." Citing the commission's workload, Mr. Keese on Oct. 24 wrote that while "the commission is prepared to do what it can.  ... Unfortunately, even using this process, it will be difficult to get this project permitted, refurbished  ... and on line by June 1, 2001."

The new law, Assembly Bill 970, was signed on Sept. 6 by Gov. Gray Davis after a summer in which consumers in San Diego County and southern Orange County saw average bills almost tripling to $130 a month. It does much to hasten the complex and time-consuming system for licensing new power plants at the California Energy Commission as well as obtaining all necessary air and water environmental permits from other agencies.

In the past, that process has taken an average of two years for each new facility; just getting through the Energy Commission could take a year or more. The new law cuts the commission's review time in half -- to a maximum of six months from a minimum of 12 months for proposed plants that have little negative environmental impact and have generated no significant local opposition. Smaller, "peaker" plants, designed to provide extra power during short periods of high demand, can win operating licenses after just four months of review once they've been deemed to be environmentally benign.

The law also provided $50 million to hire extra analysts and engineers to review applications at the various state and regional agencies. What's more, it created a governor's "Clean Energy Green Team" to make sure that all the regulatory agencies involved with the application work in unison.

The new mechanism, says V. John White, legislative director for the Clean Power Campaign, a nonprofit environmental-advocacy group, has been encouraging. "We're streamlining things to get projects through," he says, without turning California into a state "like Texas, where projects get permitted in far less time without any public participation."

The new law, though in its earliest stages, is already making a difference in accelerating the approval of new power plants while ensuring that the new units represent the cleanest, state-of-the-art equipment.

In the past two weeks, the Energy Commission has authorized fast-track licensing programs for six peaker plants to be located around the San Francisco Bay Area and the Central Valley. The plants would put about 500 megawatts of new power on line by Aug. 1, about one-sixth of the expected deficit for next summer that state power regulators are trying to fill through new plant approvals, conservation programs and securing of long-term futures contracts.

So far, the Energy Commission hasn't received any applications for licenses under the six-month process. AES officials say they plan to file their application in the next few weeks.

AES, the state's largest so-called merchant generator of electricity, with about 12% of power generation, bought the four steam-turbine units at Huntington Beach from Southern California Edison in 1998 as part of a three-plant, $800 million deal. The sale came as SCE's parent company, Rosemead-based Edison International, rushed to unload its old generating facilities in the wake of the passage of California's landmark 1996 electric deregulation law.

At first, AES considered the two deactivated units to be largely worthless, and as late as last year, the company entertained an offer to sell the brass fittings in the condensers as scrap. In the meantime, it kept running the two other 225-megawatt gas boiler units, though they operate at lower efficiency and with higher air emissions than today's modern, dual-cycle natural gas-powered turbines.

Regulators say getting an endorsement from public and community groups is critical to fast-track approval of the project. To that end, AES has launched informal discussions with commission staff, Huntington Beach city administrators and a neighborhood homeowners' group, the different parties confirm.

Residents living in about 1,600 upscale, single-family homes within a mile of the Huntington Beach plant's aging, 500-foot-high stacks may be willing to support the company's retrofit plans, but they're likely to be skeptical of a too-fast approval process.

John Scott, president of the local neighborhood association, says that bringing in newer, cleaner technology, on its surface, seems like a good deal for both California's energy-dependent economy and the plant's neighbors. But the project, he cautions, should not move too quickly.

"I can understand why they want to get their units on line," Mr. Scott says, "but we don't want things to move any faster than we have time to research what's going on." 
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