Dan River Coal Ash Spill and State Response

On February 2, 2014, about 39,000 tons of coal ash and 27 million gallons of ash storage pond water were released into the Dan River from the Duke Energy facility in Eden, NC. Coal ash is the residue generated from burning coal, and is generally stored at power plants or placed in landfills. Coal ash has a large variety of ingredients – mostly silicon oxide, iron oxide and aluminum oxide, with trace amounts of arsenic, selenium, mercury, boron, thallium, cadmium, chlorides, bromine, magnesium, chromium, copper, nickel, and other metals.

Emergency response and environmental monitoring was conducted over the next 10-12 months by EPA, DEQ, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources (NCDENR, now reorganized and called  the North Carolina Department of Environmental Quality) and Duke Energy. Analytical results for water samples taken by DEQ staff at 4 river and 2 reservoir stations located in Virginia’s portion of the Dan River showed no violations of water quality standards for the protection of aquatic life. Sediment taken from the same locations showed some relatively elevated levels of trace metals, but not above any freshwater ecological screening levels that DEQ uses to indicate potential concerns. In addition to the emergency response environmental monitoring, to protect human health the Virginia Department of Health was involved in finished drinking water testing with the localities that draw their water from the Dan River (Danville, South Boston and Clarksville). All finished water met state and federal drinking water standards throughout the emergency.

Following the release, the ash was distributed by river flow over the entire length of the Dan River and into Kerr Reservoir, a distance of about 70 miles.  State and federal agencies, along with Duke Energy, continue to monitor the Dan River for potential ecological impacts. DEQ is in the third year of its 3 to 5 year monitoring plan composed of several elements (see map below):

· Monthly water column and sediment sampling at 4 river stations and 2 Kerr Reservoir stations.

· Fish tissue collection at 8 sites, once at each location annually, during the period September - October.

· “Boatable Probabilistic” monitoring (habitat, macroinvertebrates, fish community structure, and expanded chemical testing) at 2 stations; sampling done annually in late summer.
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Results to-date indicate:

· Sediment metals levels remain low, below thresholds of potential concern, and the ash is becoming mixed and covered by native sediment to non-detectable levels in the biologically active layer throughout the river.
· Water column dissolved metals levels remain below water quality standards for both aquatic life and human health protection.
· Fish tissue collection and analysis has been completed for all samples taken (320 total) in 2014 and 2015. Lab results are under review by DEQ and Virginia Health Department staff, but early indications are that uptake by fish does not appear to be a concern for metals associated with the coal ash. However, for fish taken in the region of the river where there is an existing consumption advisory due to legacy mercury contamination not associated with the Duke Energy release, the need for the advisory is confirmed.

The monitoring data is being used as part of a basinwide Natural Resources Damage Assessment and Restoration (NRDAR) process being led by Dan River Natural Resource Trustee Council, a group composed of state and federal natural resources trustees.  The Council has finalized an early-restoration plan and solicited public input on specific projects that Duke Energy can undertake for environmental improvement and enhancement in the Dan River basin. At their June 25, 2015 meeting, the State Water Control Board approved an enforcement Consent Order negotiated with Duke Energy that included a $2.5 million settlement. Under the Order, Duke Energy has agreed to undertake $2.25 million in environmental projects that benefit Virginia localities affected by the spill. The remaining $250,000 will be placed in a fund DEQ uses to respond to environmental emergencies. Duke Energy has proposed several “early restoration” projects to be implemented before the NRDAR process is completed, including some within Virginia.  Among the projects being considered or underway are:
· Mayo River Park Expansion and Land Protection – depending on parcel availability, purchase approx. 175 acres adjacent to Mayo Park and Mayo River to protect a number of trust resources, including water quality, habitat and recreation.
· Pigg River Power Dam Removal – defunct dam would be removed and reopen 75 miles of river to protect federal, state and local trust resources, including the Roanoke Logperch (a threatened/endangered species), the Trout Heritage Waterway, and a historic dam powerhouse.  The dam removal is the last obstacle to complete Franklin County‘s Pigg River Blueway.

· Roanoke Logperch Restoration – fund genetic research and restoration of Roanoke Logperch population at Goose Creek over 7 years; promote restoration of gene flow between previously connected fish populations.

· Freshwater Mussel Restoration & Conservation Fund – maintain and expand VDGIF and USFWS operations to improve freshwater mussel restoration activities for select species, including federal/state listed endangered and threatened species.
· Several riverwalk, river access and park/trail projects in the City of Danville.

· Several projects related to early warning detection of drinking water supply problems, annual water quality testing and reporting, and a “state-of-the-Dan” annual report card showing baselines and changes in water quality, recreation, drinking water and agricultural use.

· Drinking Water Taste and Odor Study – investigate the causes and extent of recent drinking water problems such as algae impacts on taste and odor; evaluate other potential biological causes.

· Abreu-Grogan Park Improvements – add a bathroom, deck, handicap access pier, bank stabilization and other enhancements.

· Rte. 880 (NC/VA State Line) Boat Ramp – improve recreational access to the Dan River for motor boats, canoes and kayaks.
