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Although there appears to be no major technical issues blocking redevelopment of the hydroelectric power generating facilities at the Upper and Lower Collinsville Dams, finding a way to make the proposed project a more financially viable green energy alternative for the town may take a bit more work, according to a new study on the project.

“The economics is something that we’ll have to work with,” Canton First Selectman Richard Barlow said of continuing to research bringing the hydroelectrical power system back online.

“We need to sharpen our pencils on the financials,” Barlow said.

The report — a “Pre-Feasibility Study for Re-Powering the Upper and Lower Collinsville Dams Along the Farmington River” — was commissioned by the town of Canton to explore the potential for re-powering the dams. 

It was conducted by the Massachusetts-based GSA GeoEnvironmental, Inc., and paid for by a $50,000 grant from the Connecticut Clean Energy Fund.

The Canton Hydro Project Advisory Committee plans to discuss the report and its findings during its regularly scheduled meeting Tuesday, May 17 in Room B at the Library Community Center beginning at 7 p.m.

The committee will also present an update to the Board of Selectmen Wednesday evening. That meeting starts at 7 p.m. and will also be in Room B. 

The study looked at various scenarios for re-powering the upper dam in Canton only, the lower dam in Burlington/Avon only, bringing both dam sites back online together, as well as each individual scenario at two different turbine flow levels (292 and 820 cubic feet per second). 

Both of the dams have not been in use for creating any form of power since they were shut down in the early 1900s when the Collins Company was still in business. Because of the gap in usage, there is no usable mechanical or electrical equipment within either of the dams’ powerhouses.

The current estimated costs for redeveloping hydroelectric power at the Collinsville sites run from $4.56 million to $6.59 million to $7.10 million.

According the report, the key to the project’s financial feasibility is how the energy produced is utilized. 

In the first option, the electricity is sold to a local utility company — such as Connecticut, Light and Power — at a wholesale price of about 5 cents per kilowatt hour (kWh). 

In the second option, the energy produced would be used to power town facilities to offset electricity costs, which would result in a “retail” value of about 8 cents per kilowatt hour. 

Although the retail option would most likely lead to the project breaking even or turning a small financial profit, GZA engineers stated in their report that the town currently does not have the means to utilize any of the electricity that would be produced at the dam sites, “either through a physical direct connection to town facilities or through a net metering arrangement.”

GZA stated that “a sole use distribution line could theoretically be built from the Upper Site powerhouse to several town facilities,” but the estimated cost would be more $1 million for the line, which would primarily run underground.

“The town would become responsible for its operation and maintenance, and it is not clear that appropriate rights-of-way for the line could be secured,” the engineers stated.

Instead, the study found the most efficient and cost effective method for using the electricity generated by the dams would be through a “virtual net metering” arrangement.

Virtual net metering would allow energy credits generated at one directly connected town-owned meter to be applied to other town-owned meters, thereby “virtually” distributing the electricity.

The problem, however, is Connecticut currently is one of the few states in the nation that does not allow for virtual net metering arrangements.

Still, GZA engineers reported in the study that there are no “fatal flaws” that could permanently derail the project, and that the development of one or both dam sites offers Canton “the opportunity to generate essentially all of the power consumed by Town facilities through clean, renewable hydropower.” 

“Development of the sites would facilitate fish passage at the dams, which is an important goal in itself,” the engineers reported. “Hydropower at the Upper and Lower Collinsville Dams is also consistent with the history of the Town and its surroundings and restores a valuable resource to productive use.”

Barlow agrees.

“I’m not as pessimistic as some,” he said of continuing to research the project's feasibility. “And I think we can still continue to pursue it without significant funding coming from the town.”

Barlow added that the redevelopment of the dams is “the one topic that people ask me most about,” whether it is due to the historical significance of the sites or the possibility of powering town-owned facilities with a clean, renewable energy source.

“It’s something that people are really interested in,” he said.

And town officials do have some time to explore their options. The town currently holds a Preliminary Permit issued by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) for both sites in January 2009 for three years.  

The permit allows Canton to study potential development while also providing priority in applying for licenses for the sites. 

It does not, however, give permission to develop the sites.

In addition, legislation titled “Collinsville Renewable Energy Promotion Act” has been filed to transfer FERC Licenses issued to a previous developer, Summit Hydropower, and then revoked to the town of Canton. 

The project, if it were to move forward, it could potentially be a co-operative effort of Avon, Burlington and Canton — with Canton being the lead community.

Burlington and Avon have ad hoc members on the hydro committee and have expressed interest in hearing findings from the study.
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