July 26, 2021
CT Department of Energy and Environmental Protection
79 Elm Street
Hartford, CT 06106-5127

RE: STEPS for Solar Development
Please accept these comments, which are submitted in response to the Department’s request for public comments following the July 19, 2021 online scoping meeting for the program entitled STEPS for Solar Development.  For your information, I previously have had some involvement in the proceedings for two ground-mounted solar energy projects in southeastern Connecticut: East Lyme (CT Siting Council Petition No. 1056) and Waterford (CSC Petitions Nos. 1347 and 1347A).  I have participated in their hearings, and, for the Waterford project, I provided considerable materials as part of an intervener group opposed to this development.  Following the start of construction of each project and on behalf of several organizations I have conducted limited environmental monitoring near both sites to assess any effects the stormwater discharges of each have had on the streams receiving their discharges.   I note that the comments below are mine alone and I am not acting as a representative of any group or organization.
Having been a participant in how these large ground-mounted solar projects have been approved, I think the most egregious omission in the materials presented by DEEP in the STEPS process is the lack of nearly anything presented at all regarding the role of the CT Siting Council.  How can the public make comments to DEEP regarding location, environmental effects, design practices, and the improvement of regulatory or permitting practices without consideration of the Siting Council’s role?  It would seem to me that this state agency, for better or worse, can independently of DEEP and the public approve or deny such projects.  I have personally seen comments made by a DEEP analyst regarding environmental effects ignored by the Council.  I have seen one petition approved by less than a majority of its seven members (3-1 with two abstentions and one recusal, the reasons for which remain undisclosed).  I have seen a shocking (to me) lack of any questioning of the petitioner by the designated PURA-designated representative.  I have seen the Council effectively ignore stormwater engineering design failures with resultant environmental damage.  A tentative objective stated in the STEPS process was “consideration of local laws concerning zoning, the environment or public health and safety”.  Are the citizens of Connecticut aware that local zoning and public health and safety issues related to solar and other energy projects are not under the purview of their local towns, but are in the hands of the Siting Council?  Certainly, DEEP has a large role, but it seems to me only after a project is approved and many aspects of it have been fixed by the Council’s decision.  Matters related to the Siting Council need to be a part of this process or it will all be for naught.
It is true that relatively recent legislation allows for more review and oversight by DEEP and the Department of Agriculture with respect to forests and prime farmlands to be used for solar energy developments.  However, I believe that the legislature, through actions by DEEP, needs to re-visit the specificities of this act.  A 2-MW floor for agency review has resulted in some proposed projects submitted to the Siting Council having electric production values just under the 2-MW limit (e.g., 1.99 MW, 1.98 MW, etc.).  These proposals were obviously made to avoid further scrutiny by DEEP and/or DOA.  Furthermore, there may be proposals that use this technicality to site several adjacent facilities, each of which has been designed to come in under the 2-MW limit for further review.  This type of “creeping subdivision” approach for solar energy developments should be banned.
A final note regarding the Siting Council is that I believe many of the ground-mounted solar energy projects should be decided under the Council’s Decision and Order process rather than by petition, which would be more protective of the environment.  This should be discussed as a matter of course in the STEPS process.
An industry participant commented during the July 19 scoping meeting that all the prime locations for large ground-mounted solar energy facilities in Connecticut, that is, sites reasonably close to required electric system infrastructure and therefore economically developable, have been already used.  Therefore, it is imperative that DEEP review the technical and economic requirements for large ground-mounted solar energy facilities as part of master planning for the state’s energy needs.  This meets the STEPS criterion of objective of “ensure that new solar generation projects can be sited and built in a predictable, efficient, and transparent manner”.
With respect to the DEEP objective of “avoid, or minimize and mitigate, to the maximum extent practicable, adverse impacts on the environment, agricultural, and natural resources” I submit that several improvements can be undertaken.  One of the most important is that offsite effects of these projects must be considered.  If stormwater is to be discharged from the site, then its potential effects must be understood.  This is particularly important for sites that had been forested and have hilly terrain.  Clear-cutting large acreage of forest, removing nearly all the soils and duff on the forest floor, and replacing the trees, shrubs, and groundcover plants with thousands of solar panels placed onto compacted soils not only has a large effect on the site itself, but also offsite.  Rainwater that would be gently intercepted by foliage, utilized by vegetation present, and entering the groundwater or wetlands will now be directed into detention basins.  This water will be warmed up by the sun and eventually discharged into nearby streams or wetlands via surface or groundwater discharges.  A host of environmental effects can result.  These need to be studied and any effects rectified if so warranted.
A second improvement that could be made is to examine the overreliance of predicting environmental effects of ground-mounted solar using DEEP’s Natural Diversity Database (NDDB) information.  Certainly, listed species need special protection and it is laudable that this process helps to ensure that.  However, there are improvements that could be discussed by STEPS participants.  The first is that some areas having NDDB information have been less than adequately surveyed.  DEEP analysts may require developers to perform surveys specifically designed for certain species that are presumed to be present.  However, the developers should also be required to perform more thorough general surveys of biotic communities, which should take place on both the site and surrounding areas as well.  The absence of evidence of species is not evidence for their absence.  Secondly, even though a species may not be listed, it does not mean that it is unimportant or not undergoing reductions in abundance and/or range in the state.  For example, I note the brook trout, which although (yet) unlisted has undergone both reductions in abundance and range throughout Connecticut.  There are other examples as well, encompassing a variety of biota.  DEEP should have an expanded ability to note species of importance that might be affected by solar projects, whether currently listed or not.
The objective “promote equity and environmental justice through community engagement” is important for Connecticut residents who, through our history, have been denied full equity and justice.  However, I believe this concept could be expanded to consider similar communities in less-developed parts of the world.  In my opinion, one of the biggest failures of the solar energy projects approved in this state so far is the lack of credible information regarding the eventual retirement of these projects and the dismantling and recycling of the solar panels.  I am sure DEEP realizes that there will be millions of panels all coming to the end of their economic life in 25 to 30 years from hundreds or large projects and thousands of homes.  I have seen that large-scale solar developers usually give vague statements and promises about what will happen in the future when their projects come to their inevitable economic end of operation.  What is likely to happen is that most panels will be foisted upon Third World countries, much like what is happening today with plastics and many electronic devices.  This will have vast environmental and social consequences to the people of affected countries.  This should be a major consideration in the STEPS process.  I simply ask that if we had known in the beginning about the effects of chemicals such as DDT or PFAS, would we have approved them for use in the first place?  Let alone plastics.  Do not rely on statements of solar energy companies dismissing recycling issues. 
Another topic regarding site retirement is how decommissioning will be accomplished.  This fits under the objectives “include consideration of local laws concerning zoning, the environment or public health and safety” and “ensure that state and/or ratepayer-supported procurements align with the objectives above”.  Efforts must be made to ensure that the developers of these projects will be financially responsible for the proper decommissioning of the projects, recycling of disposing of the solar panels and other material in ethical and environmentally responsible ways and transforming the site into a more natural space.  Otherwise, host communities and/or the state will be stuck with this task if irresponsible developers have no financial interests or incentives to otherwise complete this work.  This is another important consideration for stakeholders.
Under the objective of “ensure that new solar generation projects can be sited and built in a predictable, efficient, and transparent manner”, the true electrical output of a ground-mounted solar energy facility must transparently be made known to the public.  It is one thing to promote a solar facility providing X MW of electricity, whereas it is entirely another thing to realize how low the actual capacity factor is for solar energy production in Connecticut.  So, the publicized X MW for a project is only a small fraction of the actual production.  I am sure many people realize that a solar panel cannot generate electricity when the sun doesn’t shine and know as well that generation varies seasonally besides over a daily hourly cycle.  However, the actual computations of electrical output are unspoken and generally unavailable to the public.  Solar developers should be required to publicize their best estimates of actual electric production and the facility’s capacity factor.  This should include the loss in efficiency that occurs with solar panels over time.  These values may be particularly important in swaying public opinion in cases where the proposed site has other factors that make it less desirable for development.
In closing I would like to state that despite some of my comments, I am not anti-solar power.  In fact, I have solar panels installed on the roof of my home.  I know we need to move into a carbon-free energy future for the good of the planet and succeeding generations.  However, the present practice of mostly cutting down forests and using prime farmland for solar power seems short-sighted to me.  I did not participate in the STEPS scoping meeting held on July 20, 2021.  I subsequently reviewed some of the meeting materials and was gratified to see subjects such as using landfills and brownfields and resilient projects were on the agenda.  In my opinion, large-scale solar projects would best serve our state by being constructed on brownfield sites, old landfills, or large commercial buildings.  Economic incentives should be used to further this objective (“ensure that state and/or ratepayer-supported procurements align with the objectives above”).  In fact, all large commercial and maybe even multi-family residential developments should be evaluated for solar energy production as a normal course of their evaluation by state and local agencies.
Thank you for the opportunity to present my comments.  I look forward to further developments in the STEPS process and hope to continue with my participation.
Sincerely, 
Donald J. Danila
24 Pattagansett Drive
East Lyme, CT 06333
