
 
 

9/15/2016 

 

Rich Fitzgerald 

Allegheny County Executive 

101 Courthouse 

436 Grant Street 

Pittsburgh, PA 15219 

(412) 350-6500 

 

RE: Update to Title V Operating Permit for Cheswick 

 

Dear County Executive Fitzgerald, 

 

Our organizations, speaking on behalf of thousands of members in Allegheny County, and representing 

the interests of hundreds of thousands more in the county who are at increased risk of illness from 

breathing polluted air, are writing to express our support and appreciation for key provisions of the draft 

Title V permit that has been proposed for the Cheswick Power Station.  We encourage the Allegheny 

County Health Department to follow through by finalizing this permit before the end of the year, with 

the strong provisions for pollution reductions, particularly smog-causing nitrogen oxides (NOx), intact.   

 

Limiting air pollution from this plant is critical because in 2014 it was Allegheny County’s largest 

stationary source of NOx, sulfur dioxide (SO2), and mercury emissions, and the second largest source of 

particulates (PM10 and PM2.5).  Allegheny County is currently in nonattainment of federal standards for 

smog (ozone), SO2 and PM2.5, so stricter limits on this plant will go a long way toward meeting those 

safeguards and reducing exposure of county residents to dirty air and its associated health problems. 

 

Specifically, we are pleased with the following provisions: 

 NOx pollution would be limited to a rate of 0.10 lbs/MMbtu, averaged over 24 hours.  This 

would require the plant to run its Selective Catalytic Reduction (SCR) controls continuously, 

which it has failed to do in recent years; 

 Allowable SO2 pollution would be reduced by about two-thirds compared to the current 

permitted limits.  Importantly, the proposed limits are based on air dispersion modeling and are 

designed to prevent exceedances of the 2010 SO2 NAAQS everywhere, not just at monitor 

locations.  The currently permitted emissions levels do not prevent such exceedances; and 

 Allowable direct emissions of coarse and fine particulates, on both an hourly and annual basis, 

have been significantly reduced. 



 

It is also important to note that lowering allowable limits on NOx and SO2 will have the added benefit of 

reducing secondary formation of PM2.5 in the atmosphere, as both pollutants are precursors to PM2.5.  

Furthermore, requiring continuous operation of the plant’s SCR controls is expected to increase the 

efficacy of mercury removal from the flue gases.  

 

We especially appreciate that the proposed limits for NOx pollution are more protective of public health 

than the recently finalized state standards, and urge you to finalize the permit without changes to these 

limits.  SCR is capable of high rates of NOx removal. SCR systems maintained consistent with good 

operating procedures can regularly ensure NOx emission reductions of 90% or more. This translates to 

emission rates as low as 0.05 lbs/MMBtu —meaning that the proposed limit of 0.10 lbs/MMBtu is a 

reasonable and generous accommodation for SCR operation.  This proposed limit is very consistent with 

the historical performance of the SCR controls at Cheswick until 2007, at which point the plant 

apparently stopped operating its SCR controls with any regularity. 

 

It is also appropriate that the draft Title V permit calls for NOx emissions to be averaged over a 24-hour 

period, rather than the weak 30-day averaging period allowed in the Pennsylvania RACT rule.  A 30-day 

averaging period is entirely too long to ensure compliance with a federal 8-hour standard.  Such a long 

averaging period would allow a plant to pollute in excess during an ozone event, and yet escape a 

violation by operating controls during the rest of the month.  Given the status of Allegheny and 

surrounding counties as nonattainment areas for ozone, it is necessary that a short averaging time be 

enforced to protect public health. 

 

There are several areas where the draft permit could and should be strengthened, including the removal 

of several exemptions for emissions limits during startup, shutdown and malfunction, and clarifications 

to require the use of Continuous Emissions Monitoring System (CEMS) and Continuous Opacity 

Monitoring (COM) for compliance.  But with proper enforcement, the new emissions limits represent a 

very important step in the long-term effort to clean up the air in Allegheny County and make Pittsburgh 

a truly livable region for the hundreds of thousands of residents who have chronic breathing problems. 

 

At the August 1st hearing on the draft permit, dozens of community members spoke in support of the 

more protective limits.  Some told stories of their own struggles with lung disease, or those of friends 

and loved ones who have developed breathing problems.  Many more share this position but were 

unable to attend the hearing, and to date we have collected over 1,000 comment cards and petition 

signatures in support of the more protective emissions limits in the draft permit. 

 

Again, we thank you for your proposal to clean up our air.  As you review public comments we urge you 

in particular to maintain the critical limits on smog-causing NOx pollution in order to prevent 

unnecessary asthma attacks, hospital visits, missed school and work, and even premature deaths.  And 

we urge you to finalize the permit as quickly as possible so that the summer of 2016 is the last ozone 

season in which the Cheswick plant is allowed to needlessly pollute the air we all breathe. 

 



Sincerely, 

 

Tom Schuster 
The Sierra Club 
 

Thaddeus Popovich 
Allegheny County Clean Air Now (ACCAN) 
 

Annie Regan  
PennFuture 
 

Kevin Stewart  
American Lung Association 
 

Adam Garber  
PennEnvironment Research & Policy Center 
 

Steve Hvozdovich  
Clean Water Action 
 

Rachel Filippini  
Group Against Smog & 
Pollution (GASP) 
 

Michelle Naccarati-Chapkis  
Women for a Healthy Environment 
 

Court Gould 
Sustainable Pittsburgh 

 

 

Cc: Dr. Karen Hacker, Director, Allegheny County Health Department (ACHD) 

 Jim Thompson, Deputy Director, Environmental Health, ACHD 

 Sandra Etzel, Chief Engineer, ACHD Air Quality Program 

 David Good, Air Quality Engineer, ACHD Air Quality Program 


