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New power plants are coming, long overdue 

By Steve Higgins , Register Business Editor 

Help is on the way for this energy-starved state, and none too soon.

State officials have approved a plan to give taxpayer money to jump-start three new power generation plants and an energy efficiency project. All together the four projects will reduce electric costs between $500 million and $1.6 billion over the 15-year contract period, according to the Department of Public Utility Control.

Connecticut residents have become accustomed to the threat of blackouts whenever the summer temperature soars, not to mention constantly increasing energy prices. Also keep in mind that companies are paying higher energy costs, which are passed on to consumers through higher prices for goods and services.

We need relief, and the state is taking a three-pronged approach to providing it.

The first step was to encourage energy conservation, offering various incentives to businesses and individuals to use more energy-efficient lighting, install more insulation and change energy-using habits by, for instance, waiting until after 8 p.m. to use heavy appliances.

These measures are definitely having an effect. A report by the Connecticut Business & Industry Association last week, for instance, said that 75 percent of business executives have taken steps to cut energy use, up from 50 percent in 2004.

The second step is to upgrade the capacity of the power lines that crisscross the state.

Consumers are paying federal congestion charges to make up for the fact that outmoded Connecticut power lines are a bottleneck in the region's power grid. So the state's transmission companies are replacing old power lines with newer lines that will carry far more electricity than before. That will allow us to import more power from other states, an expensive but necessary backup system.

And now the third step is in place - bringing more power generation to within the state's borders.

Since the state restructured its power industry in 1998, only three new plants have come on line - Milford Power, Lake Road in Killingly and Bridgeport Energy. The Pierce Station in Wallingford also has seen a significant expansion.

But over the same period of time, energy use has soared. More people are using air conditioning, every home has one or more computers, and every business needs more and more technology to survive.

Very few power providers have come to Connecticut, though, partly because state officials kept electricity rates artificially low from 1998 to 2006. Now that the caps have been eliminated, energy costs are in rapid catch-up mode, which, although painful to consumers, should make it easier for developers to commit to building here again.

Still, state regulators believe developers need extra incentives, so they issued a request for proposals that included a promise to subsidize any new energy projects with state money. The four projects that won approval are a natural gas-fired plant in Middletown, an oil-powered plant in Stamford and a natural gas-fired plant in Waterbury, along with an energy efficiency project that would be conducted statewide.

The three new plants all will be built on former industrial sites, to minimize disruption to the environment or to neighborhoods. And the Department of Utility Control points out that these projects will introduce three new competitors to the Connecticut energy marketplace, one of the goals of the state legislature's 2005 Act Concerning Energy Independence.

It's a shame that taxpayers have to subsidize these projects in the wake of the state's failed restructuring effort. But perhaps $350 million in taxpayer money isn't too big a price to pay to make sure the lights stay on and the computer monitor keeps glowing.
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