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Hearing addresses fish kills at Bay Shore

Environmentalists, FirstEnergy at odds

By Tom Henry, Blade Staff writer, toledoblade.com 

Some mind-boggling numbers were tossed around in Oregon last night at a public meeting that shed light on the number of Great Lakes fish annually destroyed by FirstEnergy Corp.'s coal-fired Bay Shore power plant. 

Now, it's up to the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency to come up with a reasonable balance between the needs of the poorly sited, 55-year-old power generator and western Lake Erie's lucrative fishing and boating industry. 

The state regulatory agency has conceded the plant, in hindsight, never should have been built at the confluence of where the Maumee River meets Lake Erie's Maumee Bay, one of the Great Lakes region's most important fish nurseries. 

FirstEnergy's self-reported numbers, generated by paid consultants, speak for themselves: Bay Shore's powerful water intake is believed to be responsible for the deaths of as many as 60 million fish a year, 46 million adults and 14 million juveniles. Those are the estimates reported to the Ohio EPA of what gets impinged against intake screens in any given year. 

"There's assumed to be 100 percent mortality, although there's some debate about that," Mike McCullough, an Ohio EPA environmental specialist, said at the start of last night's meeting at Clay High School, attended by about 75 people. 

Records submitted by the utility also show an estimated 209 million fish eggs and 2.2 trillion microscopic fish in their larval form being pulled through screens and killed inside the plant each year, too. 

"How long are we, the people, going to allow FirstEnergy to abuse our fish - our fish - and our water?" asked Oregon resident Frank Bihn, husband of environmental activist Sandy Bihn. 

He and others reiterated their plea for a $100 million cooling tower designed to save more than 90 percent of the fish. 

The Ohio EPA has tentatively approved FirstEnergy's plan to install reverse louvers, or angled screens, in the water at a cost of $500,000. They've been deployed at dams, but not coal-fired power plants. 

It is unknown if such louvers will be enough for the utility to come into compliance with a 2004 federal edict for the nation's 550 power plants. The federal EPA, in response to a U.S. Supreme Court order, is requiring plants nationwide to save at least 60 more infantile and 80 percent more grown fish. 

"We know we have a problem and are going to fix it," Ellen Raines, FirstEnergy spokesman, told The Blade following last night's hearing. "When it comes to a cooling tower, we're just not there yet." 

State regulators said they will give FirstEnergy until Sept. 1, 2011, to study data generated by their pilot project. If the louvers pass that test, the utility will get until Oct. 1, 2014, to have its system in full operation. 

It plans to install fine mesh behind the louvers to keep more of the larvae and eggs from being entrained inside the plant, Mark Durbin, utility spokesman, said. 

Although Bay Shore is only a midsized facility, its statistics for fish kills are greater than all other Ohio power plants combined, and are believed to be among the Great Lakes region's worst. 

The Ohio Department of Natural Resources estimates that fishing has an $800 million impact on Ohio's economy. Environmentalists said during a Wednesday news conference that it supports 9,115 jobs. 

FirstEnergy said its Bay Shore power plant pumps $100 million a year into the Toledo-area economy, and that it directly employs nearly 200 people. 

The utility is attempting to renew the plant's wastewater discharge permit through Jan. 31, 2015.
