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Article published June 30, 2009

East Toledo-Oregon coke plant project hangs on
Payment deadline is met; environmental OK is next
By FLORENCE DETHY
BLADE STAFF WRITER 


All systems are go for the construction of a coking facility and co-generation power plant on the East Toledo-Oregon border, pending the required environmental approval. 

Monday, a private entity based in northwest Ohio, which officials would not name, lent FDS Coke Plant LLC $191,000 so the company could make a payment to Midwest Independent System Operator Inc. that was required to keep the project active. 

"This loan will allow us to go into the final planning phase," said Lance Traves, FDS project manager and environmental consultant. 

In addition to being necessary for the project's future, the loan was intended as a strong statement to governmental officials in Columbus that Lucas County needs jobs and economic development to survive in the 21st century, local officials said. 

Now, Mr. Traves said, the only thing stopping FDS from breaking ground in the immediate future is a pending ruling from the Ohio Environmental Review Appeals Commission on several outstanding permit issues. 

Had the payment not been made to Midwest yesterday, even if the environmental review appeals commission had ruled in FDS' favor today, the project could not go ahead until at least November, he said. 

The worst thing for the project would have been for Midwest not to have been paid and for the environmental review board to vote in FDS' favor a few weeks from now, said Ben Konop, Lucas County commissioner and mayoral hopeful who worked to arrange the loan with Commis-sioner Pete Gerken and Matt Sapara, the director of development for the port authority. 

The unnamed private lender was found after county commissioners deferred a vote on a proposal last week to offer FDS a six-month, $200,000 county loan that could be used to pay Midwest. 

At the time, Mr. Konop said he withdrew the proposal from the meeting's agenda after receiving an advisory opinion from the county's economic development department. 

Opposing the project are the Sierra Club and residents of Harbor View, a village less than a mile west of the Toledo-Oregon line. 

The residents say they are concerned that their downwind community of 50 households would be on the receiving end of the plant's coal dust, particulates, and gaseous emissions. 
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Article published June 19, 2009

Loan could secure plans for coke plant, Konop says
BLADE STAFF 


Lucas County Commissioner Ben Konop wants the county to offer FDS Coke Plant LLC a six-month, $200,000 loan to help prevent the company from canceling its plans for a coking facility and co-generation power plant on the East Toledo-Oregon border. 

The planned facility may be scrapped because of outstanding permit issues that have delayed the project for five years, Mr. Konop said. 

FDS has threatened to end the project if the Ohio Environmental Review Appeals Commission does not rule on permit issues by June 26 - the date by which the company is scheduled to make a $200,000 payment related to the project to Midwest Independent System Operator Inc. 

Mr. Konop said the county's loan, if accepted, could be applied to that payment. The loan would carry a 5.25 percent interest rate. 

"It's a huge job creator with thousands of jobs in construction and hundreds of good-paying jobs in the actual operation of the plant," Mr. Konop said. "The reality of the project is the private investors have put up a very significant sum of money at this point. … It would be a real shame if just because of this June 26 deadline we missed out on over $1 billion in economic development." 

The appeal before the Ohio Environmental Review Appeals Commission was filed in 2004 by the village of Harbor View and the Sierra Club. Both raised concerns about the project's environmental impact. 

Harbor View and the Sierra Club also have challenged whether current and past Ohio EPA directors Chris Korleski and Joe Koncelik had the authority to modify the permit before the state appeals board had issued a ruling. 

FDS claims both challenges have no merit, but said it has grown weary of delays. 

But records show FDS has delayed the process itself by obtaining two consecutive 30-day extensions from the appeals commission over the protective-order dispute. 

Mr. Konop said the county would seek partnerships from the private sector for the loan to lessen the burden on the county's general fund, but he declined to say who might contribute. 

At least two of the three commissioners would have to approve the loan. 

Commission President Pete Gerken withheld comment until he could review the specifics of the loan. 

"Loans are fairly complicated in this business, so I need to know how it would be securitized," Mr. Gerken said. 

The consortium that put it together has promised 150 blue-collar jobs with average salaries of $45,000, along with 1,500 to 2,000 temporary construction jobs. 

It has been five years since the original permit for the coking portion was issued by the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency without any construction. 

According to Mr. Konop's proposal, if FDS defaults on the loan, the air-quality permit for the project would be transferred to the Toledo-Lucas County Port Authority. 

Commissioner Tina Skeldon Wozniak said she wants to know what other entities could contribute to offer the loan. 

"Rather than always going to our general fund for the dollars and only our general fund," she said. 

Matt Sapara, director of development for the port authority, said the loan would help the project by showing the Ohio Environmental Review Appeals Commission that there is support from the county. 

The project would be built on a 51-acre tract of Toledo-Lucas County Port Authority land along western Lake Erie's Maumee Bay. 

- Ignazio Messina 
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"Does the country need this type of manufacturing facility? Absolutely," said Dennis Szych, who has lived in Harbor View for 11 years. "But does it need to be made near people? There were other places suited for this facility." 

He said he is "by no means a tree-hugger" and wondered why the company had not tried to buy out the residents of Harbor View. "For all the homes out here, I don't think they would have spent $10 [million] to $15 million," Mr. Szych said. 

If the environmental appeals commission rules in FDS' favor, the facility will be built on a 51-acre tract owned by the Toledo-Lucas County Port Authority along Maumee Bay. 

It has been five years since the original permit for the coking portion was issued by the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency. 

Joe Vardon, assistant to Mr. Konop, said that although both the coke plant and cogeneration facility could be built in another state or in another country, FDS is committed to exhausting "every resource to remain in Toledo. 

Mr. Traves said the current location is "really ideal." 

He cited its proximity to Great Lakes shipping, railroads, and northwest Ohio's skilled work force. 

Furthermore, the project's investors have made multimillion-dollar commitments to the location, he said. 

The consortium that put the $800 million project together has projected it will generate 150 jobs with average yearly pay of $45,000, along with 1,500 to 2,000 temporary construction jobs. 

Oregon Mayor Marge Brown said the coke plant is one of two important issues she has taken up with the governor, with the other being the city of Oregon's stimulus funds. 

"The city of Oregon got over $3 million of stimulus," she said. "And I said to the governor, we have an $800 million project that we don't need stimulus money for, if we could just get [the environmental board] going." 

FDS is hoping to receive news of the pending appeals by mid-September. 

Contact Florence Dethy at:
fdethy@theblade.com
or 419-724-6064. 
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Article published June 11, 2009

Decide on coke plant

FIVE years should be more than enough time to complete most industrial projects, even major ones. But five years after its original permit was issued, ground has not even been broken on the proposed coking plant on the Oregon-East Toledo border.

Now it’s time to fish or cut bait.

The latest salvo in the long-running battle between FDS Coke Plant LLC and its remaining opponents — chiefly the Sierra Club and the village of Harbor View — occurred this week when FDS set a June 26 deadline for the state Environmental Review Appeals Commission to allow the project to move ahead or, in the words of Lance Traves, FDS project manager and environmental consultant, “the project will be dead in Ohio.”

The FDS plan calls for construction of a coking plant on 51 acres owned by the Toledo-Lucas County Port Authority near the Port of Toledo and the mouth of the Maumee River. The $800 million to $1 billion project was touted to create 1,500 to 2,000 temporary construction jobs and, most important, 150 good-paying jobs.

Legitimate concerns have been raised about environmental matters and about FDS’s penchant for secrecy about its ownership. At the same time, the region, hit so hard by the struggling auto industry, could definitely use the jobs this project would create.

What we don’t need, however, is any more delay. Several tentative groundbreaking dates have come and gone and not one symbolic shovelful of dirt has been turned. FDS says Harbor View and the Sierra Club are responsible for the overlong appeals process; Harbor View and the Sierra Club accuse FDS of the same. In fact, it appears that both sides have engaged in foot-dragging when it suited their purposes.

Enough is enough. Toledo, Oregon, and the port authority have expended vast amounts of time, energy, and treasure on this project but have nothing to show for it. ERAC should rule at the earliest possible moment, either lighting a blaze under the coke plant or damping its fire.

If the plant is abandoned, at least then local officials could turn their attention to other projects that have a better chance of delivering on the promise of putting Toledo-area people to work. 
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Article published June 10, 2009

Mayors of Toledo, Oregon reaffirm support for coking plant on border
By TOM HENRY
BLADE STAFF WRITER 


Toledo Mayor Carty Finkbeiner and Oregon Mayor Marge Brown yesterday reaffirmed their support for the proposed FDS coking facility and co-generation power plant on the East Toledo-Oregon border. 

Mr. Finkbeiner opened a news conference on the proposed site by referencing a Blade article about the project yesterday. The story quoted a spokesman for FDS Coke Plant LLC that the project will be dead unless investors see movement by June 26 on an appeal before an independent state board called the Ohio Environmental Review Appeals Commission. 

The appeal was filed in 2004 by the village of Harbor View and the Sierra Club. Both have raised concerns about the project's environmental impact. 

Harbor View and the Sierra Club also have challenged whether current and past Ohio EPA directors Chris Korleski and Joe Koncelik had the authority to modify the permit before the state appeals board had issued a ruling. 

FDS claims both challenges have no merit, but said it has grown weary of delays. 

But records show FDS has delayed the process itself by obtaining two consecutive 30-day extensions from the appeals commission over the protective-order dispute. 

"I have no problem saying we'd like FDS to pick up the pace too," Mr. Finkbeiner said. 

The group has identified June 26 as a possible date for scrapping the project because that is when it is scheduled to make a $200,000 payment to the Midwest Independent System Operator Inc. for electricity generated from the coking operation's surplus steam. The latter operates the region's power grid. 

If FDS is not satisfied progress is being made on the appeal, it will skip the payment and look elsewhere to build, Lance Traves, FDS project manager and environmental consultant, told The Blade. 

The project is expected to cost $800 million to $1 billion. Some 150 permanent jobs are expected to be created, as well as up to 2,000 temporary construction jobs. 

"This $800 million project is a major investment for our community," Mr. Finkbeiner said. 

Said Ms. Brown: "We're going to die in this area if we don't get jobs." 

The project would be built on a 51-acre tract of Toledo-Lucas County Port Authority land along western Lake Erie's Maumee Bay. 

Gov. Ted Strickland continues to support the FDS project and "wants to speed it along," although he recognizes the independent nature of the appeals commission, according to Amanda Wurst, a spokesman for the governor's office. 

"The governor's hopeful that ERAC will complete its process soon so the project can move forward," she said. 

Contact Tom Henry at:
thenry@theblade.com
or 419-724-6079. 
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Article published June 9, 2009

Group threatens to scrap coke plant
After 5 years, leaders tired of delays
By TOM HENRY
BLADE STAFF WRITER 


FDS Coke Plant LLC could be on the verge of scrapping its plans for a coking facility and co-generation power plant on the East Toledo-Oregon border. 

The project, one of Ohio's largest, carries an estimated price tag of $800 million to $1 billion. The consortium that put it together has promised 150 blue-collar jobs with average salaries of $45,000, along with 1,500 to 2,000 temporary construction jobs. 

But five years after the original permit for the coking portion was issued by the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency, no construction has begun. 

Lance Traves, FDS project manager and environmental consultant, yesterday issued what was effectively an ultimatum to the Environmental Review Appeals Commission, a state board empowered to overturn Ohio EPA decisions. 

He said the FDS board of directors wants the state board to finalize a protective order for the project's contractors by June 26 and at least schedule a future hearing on outstanding permit issues by then. 

Mary Oxley, executive secretary for that state commission, told The Blade she does not expect it to act on either of those requests by then. 

FDS has set June 26 as its target date because that is when it would be required to make a $200,000 payment to the Midwest Independent System Operator Inc., the operator of the regional power grid, for electricity that the co-generation power plant would supply. 

The holdup centers around a joint appeal filed by the village of Harbor View and the Sierra Club. 

The FDS board has run out of patience, Mr. Traves said. 

"We're still in the weeds. We're still dealing with procedural issues," he said. "If the project does not move forward in ERAC within 30 days, the project will be dead in Ohio." 

Both sides engaged in finger-pointing yesterday, with FDS accusing the two litigants of dragging out the appeals process and the latter accusing FDS of doing the same. 

"One hundred percent of the delays have been the result of their bad-faith discussions," Dennis Muchnicki, Sierra Club attorney, said. "I don't care what they [FDS] do. He's not going to bully me either way." 

FDS is seeking a protective order for all of its contractors. One of them in particular, Uhde Corp. of America, has expressed concerns about disclosing what it perceives as proprietary information, Mr. Traves said. 

Uhde, a wholly owned subsidiary of ThyssenKrupp Technologies of Germany, was contracted to oversee the project's heat-recovery operations. 

Lawyers have been arguing over the type of information that can be withheld or redacted from public records. The appeal centers around two issues. 

One focuses on whether current and past Ohio EPA directors Chris Korleski and Joe Koncelik had the authority to modify the permit before the state appeals board had issued a ruling. 

The other challenges the validity of the permit itself, given that FDS did not break ground within the specified 18-month time frame or the one-year extension that was granted before that expired. 

FDS contends it met that obligation by hiring its first two contractors, and that they did not have to begin construction by a specified time. 

Gov. Ted Strickland has wanted the FDS project so badly that he took a political gamble for it. 

To the dismay of environmentalists, the governor used a budget rider in 2007 so that state legislators could help him quickly rewrite a state law and keep the project on track. 

The change gave Ohio Environmental Protection Agency directors unprecedented power to modify permits while they are still under appeal. 

Contact Tom Henry at:
thenry@theblade.com
or 419-724-6079. 
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TOLEDO, Ohio (AP) - Plans for a new industrial plant that promises to bring much needed jobs to northern Ohio may fall through if a state environmental review board doesn't move forward within the next month.

Investors are losing patience after five years of delays and have told the state that they are close to scrapping plans for the $800 million plant.

The company behind the project still needs permits from the state before it can start construction on the plant that will make coke for steel production and an adjacent facility that will generate power.

At stake are 150 permanent jobs along with up to 2,000 temporary construction jobs in Lucas County, where unemployment at 11.9 percent, well above the state average of 10.2 percent.

It has been five years since the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency issued the first permit for the plant. Various delays sparked by environmental concerns have left construction on hold despite Gov. Ted Strickland's support for the project.

FDS Coke Plant LLC, a corporation representing the project's investors, said this week that they're tired of waiting.

Project manager Lance Traves said they've given the state's Environmental Review Appeals Commission 30 days to schedule a hearing on outstanding permit issues. We're still dealing with procedural issues," he said.

Mary Oxley, the commission's executive secretary, said it's unlikely the board will act by the end of June.

Both the Sierra Club and the village of Harbor View, which is downwind from the plant, have challenged the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency's decision to allow the plant's construction.

Environmental groups and opponents who live nearby say the plant would pollute the air with coal dust and other emissions. Investors say it would be cleaner than other plants that make coke, which is coal that's baked and used as a fuel in steel making.

Sierra Club attorney Dennis Muchnicki said it's the company that wants to build the plant, not environmentalists, that is to blame for the slow process. "One hundred percent of the delays have been the result of their bad-faith discussions," he said.

Permit issues also are holding up a Tennessee company's plans to construct a $340 million coke plant in southwest Ohio.

Knoxville, Tenn.-based SunCoke Energy has applied for a more stringent permit to remove any doubts that it can meet air quality requirements after a Clean Air Act lawsuit delayed construction of the Middletown plant.

Copyright 2009 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.

Nanticoke idling operations 

Posted By MONTE SONNEBERG, SUN MEDIA 

Posted 14 hours ago

	
	


Steelworkers in Nanticoke received more grim news Friday when they learned that US Steel will wind down the coke battery at Lake Erie Works to a "hot idle." 

This means heat will remain in the coke battery, but no coke will be produced. The move is expected to put another 100 workers on indefi-nite layoff. 

"We knew this was always a possibility," Bill Ferguson, president of Local 8782 of the United Steel Workers, said yesterday. "We were hoping it wasn't going to happen. But now that it is here, we have to deal with it." 

Local 8782 was taken by surprise in March when US Steel laid off more than 800 workers in Nanticoke. 

The idling of the coke battery raises this to more than 900. 

It takes between four and six weeks to wind down a coke battery. When a battery is idled, its lining is highly vulnerable to cracking. If the battery in Nanticoke is damaged, costly, time-consuming repairs will be needed to make the plant functional again. 

"The coke battery has never been shut down during the history of Lake Erie Works -- even during strikes," Ferguson said. "It's a big unknown for us. We're all kind of holding our breath. Even when keeping them hot, they're a very tricky facility to shut down. That's why you keep them running." 

When asked yesterday if idling the coke battery was part of the planned layoffs all along or a completely new development based on the continuing economic downturn, Courtney Boone, a spokesperson for US Steel, released this statement by e-mail. 

"As stated in our earnings call and our 10Q, we continue to evaluate our operations. That includes evaluating our Lake Erie Works coke battery as well as other operations throughout the company." 

An employee in Nanticoke explained that the battery was being idled, in part, because US Steel has enough coke at the plant to last 18 months. 

With depressed global markets for steel showing no sign of turning around, and developing nations like China ramping up production, the employee, who spoke on condition of anonymity, says he doubts Lake Erie Works will ever produce again.
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