
 
 
 
Charles P. Nicholson, PhD 
NEPA Compliance 
Tennessee Valley Authority 
400 West Summit Hill Drive, WT 11D 
Knoxville, TN 37902-1499 
Via electronic mail to cpnicholson@tva.gov 
June 13, 2016 
 
Re: Comments on the Draft Environmental Assessment for the Selmer North II Solar Project 
 
 
Dear Dr. Nicholson, 
 
On behalf of the Southern Alliance for Clean Energy (SACE), we submit the following comments 
on the Tennessee Valley Authority’s (TVA) Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) for the 
proposed 10 MW DC Selmer North II Solar Project located in McNairy County, Tennessee (the 
Project). 
 
TVA proposes to enter into a 20-year Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) with Selmer North II, 
LLC (the Company), the facility-specific entity affiliated with Silicon Ranch Corporation (SRC), to 
purchase power generated by the Project. Based on the generation resource, the physical 
location and characteristics of the Project, the results of the analysis conducted as part of the 
EA, and the Project’s consistency with TVA’s 2015 Integrated Resource Plan (IRP) renewable 
energy development recommendations, SACE supports the development of the Project and 
TVA’s purchase of the electricity generated by the Project. We write to highlight the Project’s 
positive characteristics and impacts as well as to request several clarifications and make select 
recommendations in accordance with requirements under the National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA).  
 

1. Project Siting and Design 
 

The characteristics of the Project adhere to several important best practices in 
developing cost-effective and beneficial solar power facilities. The Project is sited in one of the 
best areas for solar in the TVA region. Based on the Tennessee Valley Utility Scale Solar 
Assessment prepared for SACE in 2014 by Clean Power Research, the site selected for the 
Project is in the region SACE identified as having the best match between solar generation and 
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TVA system peak demand. SACE estimated that solar tracking facilities in this area would have 
a dependable on-peak capacity factor of 62.90%.1 
 

The Project is sited less than 0.25 miles from an existing distribution line owned by 
Pickwick Electric Cooperative, which connects to the Pickwick Electric Substation approximately 
four miles from the Project. Connecting the Project to the existing distribution line will require the 
construction of a new overhead 0.25-mile power line. The proximity of the Project to the 
distribution line reduces the environmental footprint and line power losses associated with the 
Project, as well as the Project’s overall costs.  
 

The Project incorporates a single axis tracking system. SACE supports a tracking system 
over a fixed tilt array system because tracking systems offer a lesser visual impact as well as 
greater on-peak and production value to the TVA system. 
 
 2. Visual Impacts  
 

Section 3.5.2.2 of the EA states that the project site is one of the highest points in the 
surrounding area and that due to the elevation of the project site, the panels would be visible 
from some residences, particularly during winter months after leaves have fallen in the 
hardwood forest. Seven foot high chain-link security fencing topped with three strands of barbed 
wire that would surround the 73-acre perimeter of the Project would also be visible. The EA 
acknowledges that the Project would be dramatically different from the current scenery on the 
site, that the viewshed would change from a peaceful natural setting to a manufactured and 
structured appearance, and that observers from the various viewpoints would most likely not 
experience the same aesthetic qualities that they currently do.  
 

The EA’s discussion and analysis of visual impacts should be expanded to include 
consideration of the use of an evergreen vegetative buffer around the perimeter of the exterior 
of the security fencing and barbed wire to minimize visual impacts of the project. TVA should 
include consideration of this alternative in future EA’s related to solar project development to 
address potential community concerns as well as comply with NEPA’s alternative analysis 
requirements.  
 

3. Environmental Justice and Economic Development  
 

The Environmental Protection Agency’s Environmental Justice Guidance for NEPA 
Reviews recommends that federal agencies seek local resources for local and up-to-date 
knowledge of a given area and its inhabitants, including economic development agencies, when 

                                       
1 SACE comments on TVA 2015 IRP at 15:  
http://www.cleanenergy.org/wp-content/uploads/SACE-TVA-Draft-2015-IRP-Comments_0427153.pdf  
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undertaking actions that affect minority or environmental justice communities.2 Thus, TVA 
should make it a practice to engage with these economic development groups during the 
development of projects and ensure this and any future EAs include discussion of the potential 
of the projects to employ low-income and minority community members.  

 
The EA discusses the higher low-income population percentage in McNairy County and 

specifically in the census tract containing the Project compared to the state of Tennessee as a 
whole. Section 3.13.4.2 of the EA highlights long term, small, beneficial economic impacts that 
will result from the hiring of local grounds maintenance and site inspectors to complete 
operation and maintenance activities during the lifecycle of the Project, as well as temporary 
beneficial local and regional economic, income, and employment impacts anticipated from 
construction activities, including the purchase of materials, equipment, and services. The EA 
provides that the majority of the construction workforce would likely be from local or regional 
sources. 
 

The EA should discuss the Project’s potential to employ low-income and minority 
community members to help ensure that this and future solar projects maximize economic 
development opportunities for vulnerable, surrounding communities. The Project can serve as a 
model for other communities and states as they work to address poverty, employment, and 
energy issues. SACE recommends that TVA establish a program to facilitate the sourcing of 
local products and the training and hiring of low-income and minority community members for 
this and future solar projects.  
 
 5. Extended Operation Analysis  
 

NEPA requires the agency proposing the action to provide a full and fair analysis of the 
environmental impacts of a proposed action and its alternatives.3 In this EA, TVA failed to 
analyze alternatives related to the continued operation of the Project after expiration of the 
proposed PPA. TVA must include discussion and analysis of an alternative or extended PPA 
timeline.  
 

Section 2.2.5 of the EA provides that “[a]t the end of the PPA, the Project staff and the 
parent company would assess  whether  to  cease operations  at  the  project  site  or  to  
replace  equipment  and  attempt  to  enter  into  a  new  power  purchase contract or other 
arrangement.” The EA goes on to state, however, that “[i]f no commercial arrangement is 
possible, then the facility would be decommissioned and dismantled and the site restored.”4 The 
EA fails to include analysis of an alternative that would prioritize operation of the Project through 
the useful life of the facility and not based on the terms of the PPA contract timeline. 
                                       
2 Final Guidance for Incorporating Environmental Justice Concerns in EPA’s NEPA Compliance Analysis, April 
1998 at 18, available at https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-
08/documents/ej_guidance_nepa_epa0498.pdf  
3 40 C.F.R. § 1502.14.  
4 Selmer North II Solar Project, Draft Environmental Assessment, May 2016, at 2-9 
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The EA should discuss the importance of TVA executing a new or extended PPA, or TVA 

and SRC working to find another customer to execute a new PPA or other arrangement to 
ensure that the Project continues to generate power throughout its useful life rather than being 
prematurely deconstructed and decommissioned. Solar arrays typically last longer than 20 
years. Decommissioning the Project after only 20 years would be a waste of money and 
infrastructure. Generally, SACE recommends that TVA execute a 25-year solar PPA rather than 
a 20-year PPA to maximize project economics and make sure that each solar project generates 
power throughout its useful life. 
 
 

SACE strongly supports TVA in adding clean, renewable energy resources to its 
generation resource mix as recommended by the 2015 IRP. Solar energy is an important 
economic driver in the United States, employing 209,000 people by November 2015, adding 
workers at a rate nearly 12 times faster than the overall economy and accounting for 1.2% of all 
jobs created in the U.S. over the past year.5 As of July 2015, Tennessee’s solar market 
consisted of 151 companies employing roughly 2,200 workers across the state.6  Adding 
significant solar capacity to the TVA system has the potential to create many more high value 
jobs in the Valley. In addition, solar energy avoids the emissions of carbon dioxide associated 
with fossil fuel resources. The Project will help TVA meet the recommendations outlined in 
TVA’s 2015 IRP of adding “between 150 and 800 MW of large-scale solar by 2023, and 
between 3,150 and 3,800 MW of large-scale solar by 2033.” 
 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
 
Chris Ann Lunghino 
Energy Policy Manager 
Southern Alliance for Clean Energy 
714.369.9280 
chrisann@cleanenergy.org 
 
 

                                       
5 National Solar Jobs Census: http://www.thesolarfoundation.org/national/  
6 Clean Jobs Tennessee: chrome-extension://oemmndcbldboiebfnladdacbdfmadadm/https://www.e2.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/01/TNJobsReport_Final.pdf  


