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Traverse City’s Last Great Infrastructure 

Electrical energy surrounds the average American, in their daily lives it is everywhere.  Electricity is used to brew morning coffee, control traffic lights, power iPods, transport commuters to and from the cities, telecommunications, security systems, and so much more.  It has been part of the American and most of the world’s process and function so much and so long that people tend to take it for granted where it comes from.  When the power goes out for days at a time people show their addiction for this invisible energy.  

Hydroelectric power, a renewable energy source, makes up a large portion of the electrical supply for the United States.  In the Northwest it makes up 80% of the power generated.  In Michigan there are over 2500 dams.  Here in Traverse City, Michigan there are four hydroelectric generation dams that makes up the last of the local utility generation infrastructure and there future is in jeopardy of being removed forever negating hydroelectric generation at these locations again.

Traverse City is largest Northern Michigan city, a popular tourist destination, and is the  “Cherry Capital of the World.”  Many come to this area to take in the scenery, sail in the bays, tour the wine country, or enjoy many of the other seasonal activities Traverse City offers.  Tourism has become the main driving force behind it’s economy, and when industrial complexities present themselves a nuisance to the eye or burden, they are removed from the area and pushed somewhere else.  This is what has become of the infrastructure of the local utilities company Traverse City Light and Power or TCLP.

Recently, a committee for Grand Traverse County, decided the fate of the four dams on the Boardman River; Union, Sabin, Boardman and Brownbridge Dams. The conclusion of the committee was inconclusive with several options offered, from total dam removal to the upgrades of some if not all of the dams.  Environmental advocates pushed for total dam removal while river front property owners and some energy suppliers support maintaining of the dams for future power needs and flood control.   Those that wanted the dams removed, believe that an unobstructed Boardman will bring in more tourism to the area each year for boating and fishing.  Those that wanted the dams to remain argued for future renewable energy production and riparian property rights.  The plan to remove the dams is projected to “only” cost 6.1 million dollars which was sold on the idea that the dam removal would be covered under state,  federal and private grants.  At a joint study session between the County and City Commissions on the future disposition of the dams, the county voted to remove Boardman and Sabin dams, own by them, and the city supported reviewing funding alternatives to removing or restoring Union and Brownbridge dams owned by the city.   This decision was finalized on April 9, 2009 at a joint meeting and has already started by lowering of the retainment waters at Boardman dam, but the actual demolition of the structures may not start for another 5 - 6 years.  The City is waiting for further funding options before they decide the future of the dams in their possession.

In a personal interview with Traverse City’s Commissioner Jim Carruthers who sat on the deciding committee and voted against removing the dams said: “The federal grant money that was thought to be out there, is now said to be less than expected” (Carruthers).  This may give the people, like Carruthers, a chance to weigh in on the importance of keeping the dams.  Carruthers also believes that the estimated 6.1 million estimated does not take into account for many of the unexpected cost of removal, and says that it will cost “way” more in the end (Carruthers).  

Charles Peterson of Northport, MI purchased equipment from Sabin and Boardman dams and has been working with the Restoration Coalition group to return the dams to hydro electric power production again.  In a recent article in the Record Eagle Peterson stated: “The removal process will require at least three to five years and cost the taxpayers millions of dollars. Our firm, on the other hand, offered to pay all costs required to restore hydroelectric power production and divide the net revenue with the community” (Peterson).

Before this project in 2005 Traverse City in conjunction with TCLP decided to remove the coal fired Bayside Power Plant on Traverse City’s West Bay for more space and an unobstructed view of the bay.  It was torn down and sold to a Honduran company.  TCLP gave the idea that Traverse City could be sustainable on two coal fired plants in Southern Michigan Campbell, Bell River, and a peak need gas plant in Kalkaska, MI.  Kalkaska is approximately 50 - 100 miles away depending on the consumer’s location, Campbell, and Bell River approximately is 180 - 250 miles away.  The only power generation Traverse City has left is a windmill that sits West of the city.  Carruthers says that even the windmill needs new bearings and it’s future is being decided on (Carruthers).

Wind is great, but it is not considered a “base load” energy source.  A base load source is one that can produce energy at any time.  Windmills only produce energy when it’s windy and solar only produces energy when it’s sunny, so on a windless night neither of these will be producing any energy.  This is where something like biomass, coal, natural gas, nuclear, or “hydro” (hmm just decided to remove three of those) are considered base load, because they can provide energy at anytime and they can adjust to the need.  If there is a need for more power, base load sources just add more fuel, increase the reaction for nuclear, or open the watergates to produce more pressure for hydro to meet the demand needed.  Wind and solar can only adjust down from a point at which they are producing at that particular moment.  The power company cannot put a fan out in front of the windmill to produce more power and likewise cannot put a lightbulb over a solar panel to do the same.  They rely on what is given to them by mother nature.  Which is great, to produce energy from these totally clean sources is fantastic, but until enough green renewable sources like this are available (with energy storage capabilities) they will not meet the relentless demand for energy that the human population thrives on. Carruthers mentioned this:  “Now that we have all of these alternative energies like solar and wind.  We are looking at combos, a mixture of wind, solar, hydro, and coal, to reach the 100% needed.  If you look at just solar, just wind, just nuclear, coal, or hydro yes you will not get the total power needs necessary” (Carruthers).

Base load sources are usually considered the dirtiest production of energy, because they have some sort of fuel supply that has nasty byproducts like carbon dioxide and nuclear waste that has to be dealt with.  Hydro is the cleanest of them, not without any problems thou, the dams disrupt the river ecosystem and contain sediment buildup that has mercury concentrations.  The mercury is considered within harmless levels unless disturbed.  The annual report written for the 24th Annual International Conference on Soils, Sediments, and Water talks about this:  “Hard pan and/or debris prevented dredge from removing all the contaminated sediment. The buried sediment with high concentrations of contaminant was exposed. The surficial concentration went from 5 ppm to ~30 – 45 ppm” (Nadeau).  If the dam structures are removed these elevated mercury levels will have to be watched closely and the sediment will have to be handled carefully and dealt with in a safely.  Many do not consider the disruption of the river a problem either, because often dams become a blockade for invasive species like the lamprey, zebra muscles, and many others that have become a part of the Great Lakes ecosystem through shipping in the lock.   Hydro is also considered a renewable energy source because the water is aways there to run through which is a free fuel supply.  Unlike, the other base load energy generations where there is fuel of some sort that will have to be purchased. 

On Traverse City Light & Power’s web site one can get a feeling of pride for a company that was striving to meet the energy demands of the people of Traverse City when it first started:

	For nearly a century, Traverse City Light & Power has been an important part of Traverse City's infrastructure. Owned by the citizens of Traverse City, Light & Power's roots trace back to 1912 with the purchase of Queen City Light & Power, the Keystone Dam and the property around Brown Bridge Dam. By 1922 the Boardman River Electric Light Company and the just-completed Brown Bridge Dam supplied all of fast-growing Traverse City's power. In 1928, the first steam turbine was added to the Traverse City Waterworks building, which became the site of our coal-fired Bayside Power Plant (“Traverse City Light & Power”).  


In 2005, TCLP seemed to change its mission and altered the very foundation that it was built on.  TCLP removed Bayside Power Plant and decided that hydro power from the three Boardman River dams Sabin, Boardman, and Brown Bridge was “no longer feasible” (“Traverse City Light & Power”).  Almost overnight, TCLP went from a self reliant strong hold of the community that the people could count on for their energy needs to an electrical middleman that subs out all of it’s energy generation, and sit back and collect money.  In doing so Traverse City has put the dirty work of energy production in someone else’s backyard.  Also, it put the price control out of reach.  If these other places want to raise prices Traverse City has no way of bring a lower cost energy to the consumer.  

 However, Traverse City’s growing energy needs has out grown the middleman position and forced TCLP into looking at other energy generation ideas.  TCLP is now looking at building four wood burning plants.  This is a start in rebuilding the system that they have been dismantling. TCLP Director Ed Rice in an article for the Record Eagle said, “Four plants would cost roughly $50 million. They'd generate a total of 20 megawatts, enough to power about 20,000 houses” (Domsic).  This is approximately a third of the supply needed according to Rice, “Light & Power supplies roughly 60 to 80 megawatts of power, depending on the season and time of day” (Domsic).  Many people are not to keen on the idea of wood burning plants burning another resource and polluting the air with carbon dioxide.   Plus, these types of plants have to find a balance with nature so to only use just enough wood at a time so that the trees can reproduce and consume the carbon dioxide at the same time as being used for fuel.  As Adam Sherman, the program director of the Biomass Energy Resource Center in Montpelier points out in a newspaper article for the Reformer explains how a wood burning plant should operate with regards to using its wood, "With the utmost care, scrutiny and due diligence on sustainability, availability and the reliability of the resource base. The amount of wood that can be sustainable is a very finite amount" (Audette).

It is true that something will have to be burned to produce the energy needs for the people of Traverse City, because the Boardman dams are not the “Hoover Dam” and cannot hope to meet all of energy needs required.  However, with the use of their energy plus a good mix of green renewables like wind, solar, and then decide on the amount of wood burning, coal or any of the other sources to meet the power demand would be a cleaner and more efficient way to approach the need for power.  There needs to be balance if the people of Traverse City want to live with ipods, Mac computers, electric cars and the ever growing electric demands. There will have to be local power generation to support it. When it comes to removing the dams and other infrastructure to just put dirty work it in others backyards so it appears that everything is pristine and wonderful would be a fallacy.

The dams have been a long standing part of the Boardman river, as well a large part of Traverse City’s infrastructural history.  The buildings are present still and people are willing and able to assist in returning them to clean renewable power again.  Once they are gone there won’t be a chance to go back.
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