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ANNAPOLIS -- A partial reregulation of Maryland's utilities could give the state more authority to develop power plants at sites such as Alcoa Eastalco Works in Frederick County. 

Malcolm Woolf, director of the Maryland Energy Administration, used the site near Buckeystown as an example when speaking to state lawmakers earlier this month. Plans for a plant on the site have been proposed for years, but have never come to fruition. 

Although an example of new generation opportunity, Woolf said he was not implying the state has plans to direct anyone to build there.

"This is a bill designed to take control of Maryland's energy future, to promote affordable, reliable and clean energy," he said. "It is not targeted toward any particular site for new generation."

The legislation has been sponsored by Charles County Democrat Sen. Thomas M. Middleton and is supported with amendments by Gov. Martin O'Malley. The governor's plan would enable the Public Service Commission to direct utilities such as Allegheny Energy to build new power plants.

The utility would then produce a plan for new sites to present to the Maryland Public Service Commission for approval.

The commission would have power of eminent domain if the utility is not able to acquire the site privately.

"I was simply using (the Eastalco site) as a hypothetical of how that authority would work," Woolf said. "I was not in any way trying to create a rumor that there was anything in the works for that site." 

Sempra Energy holds a lease and some permits to build a natural gas plant on 20 acres near the shuttered aluminum manufacturer Alcoa Eastalco Works.  Sempra is not developing the project since losing a crucial air permit last year. The company is in the process of selling rights to the project. Sempra i nitoring legislative issues in Annapolis but not taking a position, a spokesman said.

Maryland deregulated utilities in 1999. This year, Annapolis politicians have two proposals to increase regulation. At issue are rising utility rates and potential electricity shortfalls in coming years.

No new plant of substantial size has been built in the state since deregulation, according to the Maryland Energy Administration.

Delegate Rick Weldon, whose district includes Eastalco id it makes sense for a plant to be in the area because it has adequate buffers and is zoned industrial. He supports giving the commission eminent domain authority. Power is just as important as roads or other utilities, where eminent domain is allowed.

"If we need power, and clearly we need more power generation, than the Eastalco site makes as much sense as anywhere else," Weldon said.

He will support reregulation, and suggested that anyone who voted for deregulation should as well, because their support was based on the belief there wo be more competition and lower prices, he said.

"It was all a myth, and they voted based on a myth," Weldon said. "The mess we have that results from it suggests we need to reregulate this industry."

Sen. David Brinkley, a Frederick Republican, said he is concerned about the lack of new power plants, but is unlikely to support any reregulation bills.

"The whole problem is how do you put the genie back in the bottle and not interfere with delivery of service or have a spike in rates?" Brinkley asked. "I haven't heard an answer to that."

The state should issue more licenses instead of granting eminent domain authority, Brinkley said. 

Sen. Alex Mooney, a Frederick Republican, also spoke against granting the Public Service Commission eminent domain authority. His district includes the Eastalco site.

Mooney hasn't made up his mind on reregulation. He voted for deregulation but said keeping price caps has been problematic because it wasn't truly free market.

"Either deregulate and let free market dictate price of energy, or go back to reregulation," Mooney said. "Where we are is somewhere in the middle, and it's been problematic."
