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Covanta plant closing has ripple effects

BY NOK-NOI RICKER
BDN STAFF

WEST ENFIELD — News that
Covanta Holding Corp. is planning
to take its local biomass energy plant
and one in Jonesboro offline in
March has caused one of the compa-
ny’s biggest suppliers of waste wood
to worry about his employees.

“I'm hopeful that something
will change,” Brian Souers of
Treeline Inc. of Lincoln said Fri-
day. “If it closes, it’s not good.”

Between a quarter and one-third of
Treeline’s business is with Covanta,
said Souers, who has 65 employees.

Covanta Maine Energy in West
Enfield, with 24 employees, and
the Covanta Jonesboro Power Sta-
tion, with 20 employees, will be
closing at the end of the quarter
because “energy prices are not suf-
ficient to cover the costs of opera-
tion and fuel supply,” James F.
Regan, Covanta spokesman, said
Thursday in a statement.

He said Friday that Morristown,
New Jersey,-based Covanta, which
owns more than 40 waste-to-ener-
gy plants across the country, is not
abandoning either of the plants in
Maine.

“The future of the facilities will
continue to be evaluated,” Regan
said. “If the economics improve,
they could be restarted, as we have
done in the past.”

“We do not expect any impact
on local property taxes in the near
term [and] we have no plans to file
bankruptcy,” Regan said.

While lower fossil fuel costs that
make it cheaper for competitors to
produce power are a major factor
in Covanta taking the plants of-
fline, increased efficiency of plants
demanded by renewable energy
customers are also to blame, ac-
cording to an industry expert.

“It’s no coincidence that these
closures were announced so soon
after the facilities ceased to qualify
for the Massachusetts Renewable

Energy Portfolio Standards,” Carrie
Annand, Biomass Power Associa-
tion spokeswoman, said in an email.
“As of Jan. 1, 2016, Massachusetts
implemented new efficiency stan-
dards for biomass facilities, which
require biomass facilities to meet
standards beyond what is possible
for any standalone biomass power
plant. Because of the interconnected
New England power grid, Maine
power facilities can be affected by
other states’ energy policies.”

The new Massachusetts stan-
dards are based on the overall ef-
ficiency of a plant’s wood-burning
operation and the amount of
greenhouse gases it produces, ac-
cording to a report by the Clean
Energy States Alliance.

Souers said he’s hopeful that Gov.
Paul LePage and legislators in Au-
gusta can improve the situation.

“The administration plans to
work with the region to ensure that
biomass is equitably treated as a re-
newable resource and that we retain
jobs in the biomass industry,” LeP-
age said Friday in a statement.

Dana Doran, Professional Log-
ging Contractors of Maine executive
director, said Covanta was able to
sell Class 1 renewable energy cred-
its, or RECs, to Massachusetts up
until Dec. 31. As renewable genera-
tors produce electricity, they create
one REC for every 1000 kilowatt-
hours (or 1 megawatt-hour) of elec-
tricity placed on the grid, according
to the Environmental Protection
Agency. He said there is a renewable
energy market in Maine, but strict
requirements limit the number of
participants, which is why compa-
nies such as Covanta and ReEnergy
Holdings LLC, which operates the
state’s other four biomass plants,
turn to markets in southern New
England.

“We may face a similar issue in
the beginning of 2018,” Sarah Bog-
gess, ReEnergy company spokes-
woman, said Friday. “We partici-
pate in the Connecticut renewable
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Chris St. Peter is a control room operator at Covanta Energy’'s West
Enfield facility. The facility burns biomass to generate electricity.

energy credit program. Unfortu-
nately, we are in the same situa-
tion where Maine economics are
subject to policies in southern
New England.”

Their renewable energy credits
with Connecticut lapse at the end
of 2017.

Biomass electric power makes
up the largest share of renewable
energy in Maine, at about 25 per-
cent, according to recent estimates
by the U.S. Energy Information
Administration. Wood accounts
for almost one-third of New Eng-
land’s entire renewable supply,
with Maine supplying a signifi-
cant amount to the region, accord-
ing to Biomass Magazine.

“If Maine made policy changes
to expand our Class 1 market ... it
would send a strong signal,” Doran
said.

Establishing incentives for long-
term power purchase agreements
and a biomass thermal energy credit
market, would help biomass plants
diversify to make both heat and elec-
tricity, which was done in New
Hampshire and Massachusetts two
years ago, “very, very successfully,”

Doran said.

Boggess said between Covanta
and ReEnergy, there are approxi-
mately “150 direct jobs and nearly
1,000 indirect jobs” and Eric Du-
mond, ReEnergy’s wood procure-
ment manager, estimates biomass
is a $50 million industry in Maine.

“Hundred of loggers, from Fort
Kent to Biddeford rely on our fa-
cilities,” Dumond said.

Some that deliver materials to
Covanta have already reached out
to ReEnergy.

“I have received inquiries,” he
said. “Right now, we're just talking.
We can’t take it all, that is for sure.”

Souers said he already takes
some wood to ReEnergy, which has
plants in Ashland, Fort Fairfield,
Livermore Falls and Stratton, and
he may inquire about sending
more their way but added that
“geographically” it is a long way to
travel. His hope is that Covanta
finds a way to stay operational.

If the Covanta plant in West
Enfield closes permanently, “I
don’t know how we would avoid
layoffs,” Souers said. “It would
take some real magic.”
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Fed official:
Rate hike
was the
‘right move’

REUTERS

SAN FRANCISCO — The Fed-
eral Reserve’s decision to raise
short-term interest rates last
month for the first time since the
financial crisis puts the central
bank in a position to keep future
hikes both gentle and slow, a top
Fed official said on Friday.

“This was the right move be-
cause the economic outlook is
good,” John Williams, president of
the San Francisco Fed, said in re-
marks prepared for delivery to the
California Bankers Association in
Santa Barbara. Unemployment, he
said, is set to fall to 4.5 percent by
mid-year, as the labor market con-
tinues to strengthen.

He was also optimistic on the
path of inflation, saying that while
inflation, at 0.5 percent, is “obsti-
nately below” the Fed’s 2 percent
target, it should rise back to that
ideal level as the effects of the
stronger dollar wane and the econ-
omy strengthens.

“The economy still has a good
head of steam,” Williams said, and
it could gain traction if the hous-
ing market strengthens more than
anticipated. Still, he said, there
are “some downside risks: the
threat of slowdowns and spillovers
from abroad or the dollar appreci-
ating further.”

Williams and colleagues last
month lifted their target for the
Fed’s benchmark rate by a quarter
of a percentage point to 0.25 per-
cent to 0.5 percent, and promised
future rate hikes would be gradual
and contingent on progress toward
the Fed’s inflation target.

“The path will look more like an
airplane’s gentle ascension than a
rocket shooting straight up,” said
Williams, who does not vote on
policy this year but whose views
are seen as closely aligned with
Fed Chair Janet Yellen.

Wall St. has
worst start to
year ever

BY CAROLINE VALETKEVITCH
REUTERS

U.S. stocks closed lower on Fri-
day, ending a volatile week with
their worst five-day start to a year
ever, as sliding oil prices and linger-
ing worries about the global econo-
my offset upbeat U.S. job growth.

Both the Dow and S&P 500 had
their worst five-day starts in his-
tory, with the Dow falling 6.2 per-
cent for the week and S&P 500
sliding 6 percent. The Nasdaq was
down 7.3 percent this week.

All three indexes saw losses ac-
celerating into the close.

The market had opened higher
after data showing U.S. nonfarm
payrolls surged in December and
the unemployment rate held
steady. But that was not enough to
keep stocks in positive territory.

Qil prices fell for a fifth day and
Brent lost 10 percent for the week,
while the S&P energy sector also
extended this week’s slide, ending
the day down 1.3 percent.

Fears of a slowdown in China
and the global economy spooked
investors this week, creating a tur-
bulent start to the trading year.

“The start of the year is very
poor, so that’s got investors on the
defensive,” said Bucky Hellwig,
senior vice president at BB&T
Wealth Management in Birming-
ham, Alabama.

“In the face of weakening global
growth ... it’s difficult to find rea-
sons to commit money at this point
even if one is bullish,” he said,
adding that he expects stocks to
rebound from these oversold con-
ditions next week.

The Dow Jones industrial aver-
age was down 167.65 points, or 1.02
percent, to 16,346.45, the S&P 500
lost 21.06 points, or 1.08 percent, to
1,922.03 and the Nasdaq Composite
dropped 45.80 points, or 0.98 per-
cent, to 4,643.63.

The CBOE Volatility Index ended
up 8.1 percent Friday at 27.01, its
highest close since Sept. 28.

All 10 S&P 500 sectors ended
with declines.

Gap sank 14.3 percent to $22.91
after the apparel retailer reported
a larger-than-expected drop in De-
cember same-store sales, while
Container Store slumped 41.2 per-
cent to $4.22, a day after storage
products retailer’s fourth-quarter
profit forecast missed estimates.

Apple shares, however, snapped
their three-day losing streak and
were up 0.5 percent at $96.96.



