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The Canary Coalition
PO Box 653, Sylva, NC 28779
828-631-3447
canarycoalition@earthlink.net

www.canarycoalition.org
June 1, 2005

Mr. Keith Overcash

Director of the Division of Air Quality

NCDENR

1641 Mail Service Center

Raleigh, NC 27604

Dear Mr. Overcash:

This letter is in response to your denial of public hearings requested by the Canary Coalition for any of the Title V permit applications of utility-owned coal burning power plants in North Carolina this year.  In your letter(s) of rejection you give as your reason that “The public hearing process is not the forum for questioning the current emission standards and limits applicable to this emission source category.  The Title V permit simply provides a vehicle for enforcing the existing rules.”

This interpretation, both of our request and the purpose of the Title V permitting process, is inconsistent with the purpose of serving the public and the environment, and inconsistent with the mission statement of the Division of Air Quality as stated on your webpage (http://daq.state.nc.us/about/index.shtml#mission) : 

“The Division of Air Quality (DAQ) works with the state’s citizens to protect and improve outdoor, or ambient, air quality in North Carolina for the health and benefit of all…”

The Title V process was created to combine all local, state and federal permitting processes into one process, thereby simplifying the process for industry, regulators and the public, alike.  In doing so, however, the opportunities for public input and scrutiny became more limited, because there is now only one stage of the process to address.  That is the reason former DENR Secretary Bill Holman promised the environmental community that whenever a Title V permit application came due for any and all of the fourteen utility-owned coal-burning power plants in North Carolina, there would be a public hearing. You have apparently decided to change that policy thereby limiting public input to unpublicized written comments by only those who closely monitor the process. While one administration cannot be held accountable for the statements and policies of a previous administration, it has to be recognized that the current policies of your department represent a significant step backwards in encouraging and cooperating with public involvement and in carrying out the mission of the DAQ. 

The Title V Permit and its Application are the definitive documents that outline the activities transpiring within an industrial facility. These documents reveal exactly what chemicals are used, emitted and disposed of within the industrial process.  They also reveal all peripheral processes and waste generation from the operation of the facility. There is no other opportunity for these processes to be publicly examined and scrutinized to this extent.  Public hearings are an intrinsic aspect and part of the normal procedure within the Title V process. A public hearing opens the process to the press and informs the local population of its exposure to toxic pollution that may otherwise go unreported.  For instance, it was revealed at a Title V public hearing in 2002, that the Roxboro and Mayo coal-fired steam plants were permitted to burn toxic wastes from the nearby Cogentrix plant.  It’s disheartening to have to remind you that it is not your job to protect industries from this type of public scrutiny by denying the normal public hearings requested by prominent watchdog environmental organizations representing many thousands of North Carolinians.

As a watchdog organization whose purpose is to protect people and the environment from policies resulting in poor air quality, you leave the Canary Coalition little choice but to go public with the posture you have chosen to assume of minimizing public involvement and access to information within the Title V permitting process.  It is difficult to characterize your inaction as anything but irresponsible and I regret having to interact with the representative of a state agency in such an adversarial manner.

Respectfully,
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Avram Friedman

Executive Director of the Canary Coalition

CC: 
Governor Easley


Secretary of DENR Bill Ross


Members of the North Carolina General Assembly


Members of the NC news media


Members of the NC environmental community
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