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The US Department of Energy is proposing to issue a loan guarantee to Royal Bank of
Scotland to provide funding to Topaz Solar Farms, Limited Liability Corporation (LLC)
to construct and start up the Topaz Solar Farm, a nominal 550-megawatt photovoltaic
solar energy generating facility. The facility would be located in unincorporated eastern
San Luis Obispo County, California, approximately one mile north of the community of
California Valley and six miles northwest of the Carrizo Plain National Monument. The
proposed facility would consist of a solar field of ground-mounted PV modules, an
electrical collection system that converts generated power from direct current to
alternating current and delivers it to a Project substation for collection and conversion
from 34.5 to 230 kV for delivery via a new on-site Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E)
switching station, and the PG&E switching station that interconnects the Project to
PG&E’s existing Morro Bay to Midway 230-kV transmission line. The facility would
generate over one million megawatt-hours of electricity per year, enough to power
160,000 California homes annually. Generated electricity would be sold to PG&E under
a long-term power purchase agreement.

Comments on this Draft EIS may be sent to Ms. Colamaria at the address above or may
be emailed to Topaz-EIS@hq.doe.gov. All electronic and written comments should
reference DOE/EIS-0458D. Comments must be postmarked no later than 45 days from
the US Environmental Protection Agency’s notice of availability of this Draft EIS in the
Federal Register.
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AC alternating current
ACEC Area of Critical Environmental Concern
ADA American with Disabilities Act
APCD San Luis Obispo County Air Pollution Control District
APLIC Avian Power Line Interaction Committee
APM Applicant Proposed Measures
ARB Air Resources Board
ARRA American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009
BA biological assessment
bgs below ground surface
BLM United States Department of Interior, Bureau of Land Management
BMP best management practice
BO biological opinion
CAA Clean Air Act
CAEDD California Employment Development Department
CAISO California Independent System Operator
Cal Fire California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection
CalOSHA California Division of Occupational Safety and Health
CalTrans California Department of Transportation
CARB California Air Resources Board
CA SDWA California Safe Drinking Water Act
CBC California Building Code
CDFG California Department of Fish and Game
CDWR California Department of Water Resources
CdS cadmium sulfide
CdTe cadmium telluride
CESA California Endangered Species Act
CEQ Council on Environmental Quality
CEQA California Environmental Quality Act
CFR Code of Federal Regulations
CGS California Geological Survey
CNDDB California Natural Diversity Database
CNEL community noise equivalent level
CNPS California Native Plant Society
Cco carbon monoxide
County San Luis Obispo County
CPUC California Public Utilities Commission
CREZ Competitive Renewable Energy Zone
CRHR California Register of Historical Resources
CRP Conservation Reserve Program
CuUP conditional use permit
CVSR California Valley Solar Ranch
CWA Clean Water Act
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dBA decibel on an A-weighted scale, used to approximate the human ear’s response to sound
DC direct current
DHS Department of Health Services
DOE United States Department of Energy
DOGGR California Department of Conservation, Division of Oil, Gas and Geothermal Resources
EIS Environmental Impact Statement
EMF Electromagnetic Field
EPA United States Environmental Protection Agency
EPAct 2005 Energy Policy Act of 2005
ESA Endangered Species Act
ESSW Earth Systems Southwest
°F degrees Fahrenheit
FCIR Farmland Conversion Impact Rating
FEMA Federal Emergency Management Agency
FIPP Financial Institution Partnership Program
FIRM Flood Insurance Rate Map
FMMP Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program
FPPA Farmland Protection Policy Act of 1981
General Permit  General Permit for Storm Water Discharges Associated with Construction Activity
GIS geographic information systems
HCP Habitat Conservation Plan
HMMP Habitat Mitigation and Monitory Plan
HUC Hydrological Unit Code
Inc. Incorporated
KOP key observation point
% kilovolt
L Local Important
Leq Equivalent Sound Level
LGIP Large Generator Interconnection Procedure
LLC Limited Liability Corporation
LOS level of service
LP Local Potential
M Moment Magnitude
MBTA Migratory Bird Treaty Act
MCL maximum contaminant level
mg/L milligrams per liter
MW Megawatt
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MWac Megawatt alternating current
MWh Megawatt hour
NAAQS National Ambient Air Quality Standards
NAHC Native American Heritage Commission
NEPA National Environmental Policy Act
NHPA National Historic Preservation Act of 1966
NOC Notice of Construction
NOI Notice of Intent
NO« nitrogen oxides
NPDES National Pollutant Discharge and Elimination System
NRCS United States Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service
NRHP National Register of Historic Places
OHP State Office of Historic Preservation
OSHA Occupational Safety and Health Administration
PCS Power Conversion Station
PG&E Pacific Gas and Electric Company
PIDS Perimeter Intrusion Detection System
PLP Polarized Light Pollution
PMio particulate matter with an aerodynamic diameter of 10 microns or less
PMys particulate matter with an aerodynamic diameter of 2.5 microns or less
ppb parts per billion
PPE personal protective equipment
ppm parts per million
PSD Prevention of Significant Deterioration
PTC Permit to Construct
PV photovoltaic
PVC polyvinyl chloride
PVCS photovoltaic combining switchgear
RCRA Resource Conservation and Recovery Act
RDM residual dry matter
ROG reactive organic gases
RWQCB Regional Water Quality Control Board
SAIPE Small Area Income Program Estimates
SCADA supervisory control and data acquisition
SHPO State Historic Preservation Office
SLO San Luis Obispo
SLOCFD San Luis Obispo County Fire Department
SLOCOG San Luis Obispo Council of Governments
SO« sulfur oxides
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SPCC
SDWA
SSC
SvP
SWPPP
SWRCB

TCA
TCWAA
TDS

Hg/m3
UCMP
us
USACE
usC
USFWS
USGS

VRM

Williamson Act

Spill Prevention Control and Countermeasure Plan
Safe Drinking Water Act

Species of Special Concern

Society of Vertebrate Paleontology

Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan

State Water Resources Control Board

traffic control area
Temporary Construction Worker Accommodations Area
total dissolved solids

micrograms per cubic meter

University of California Museum of Paleontology
United States

United States Army Corps of Engineers

United States Code

United States Fish and Wildlife Service

United States Geological Survey

Visual Resource Management

California Land Conservation Act
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CHAPTER |

PURPOSE AND NEED

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The United States (US) Department of Energy (DOE) is proposing to issue a
loan guarantee to Royal Bank of Scotland (the Applicant) to provide funding to
Topaz Solar Farms, Limited Liability Corporation (LLC) (the Project Proponent),
a wholly-owned subsidiary of First Solar, Incorporated (Inc.), to construct and
start up the Topaz Solar Farm (the Proposed Project), a nominal 550-megawatt
(MW) photovoltaic (PV) solar energy generating facility. The Proposed Project
would be located in eastern San Luis Obispo County, California. Upon
completion, the facility would generate over one million megawatt hours
(MWh) of electricity per year, enough to power 160,000 California homes
annually.

DOE has determined that granting a federal loan guarantee to Royal Bank of
Scotland to fund construction and startup of the Proposed Project constitutes a
major federal action that may have a significant impact on the environment
within the meaning of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (42 United
States Code [USC] §§4321-4370h). DOE initiated preparation of this
environmental impact statement (EIS) to examine the socioeconomic and
environmental impacts from issuing the loan guarantee and from constructing,
operating, and decommissioning the Proposed Project. The information
contained in this EIS will be used by DOE in its decision-making process of
whether to grant the federal loan guarantee for the Project. The EIS has been
prepared in accordance with NEPA, Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ)
regulations implementing NEPA (40 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] Parts
1500-1508), and DOE NEPA Implementing Procedures (10 CFR Part 1021).

The US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), which has authority for issuing a
Clean Water Act (CWA) Section 404 permit for the Proposed Project, is a
cooperating agency for this EIS process. USACE will issue a separate decision
document on the CWA Section 404 permit for the Proposed Project that will
incorporate the environmental analyses from this EIS.

March 2011

Draft Environmental Impact Statement I-1
DOE Loan Guarantee for the Topaz Solar Farm



2. Proposed Action and Alternatives

1.2

PROJECT LOCATION AND OVERVIEW

The Project Site is within unincorporated eastern San Luis Obispo County,
California, approximately one mile north of the community of California Valley
and six miles northwest of the Carrizo Plain National Monument. Santa
Margarita and Highway 101 are approximately 40 miles to the west, and
Interstate 5 is approximately 50 miles to the east. Access to the Project Site is
from California State Highway 58 to the north and south and Bitterwater Road
to the west (Figure I-1, Regional Location Map). The Project Site consists of
privately owned disturbed lands characterized by actively farmed and fallow
level terrain and by low, rolling hills with meandering ephemeral swales.

The Proposed Project is a 550-MW utility-scale PV generating facility consisting
of a solar field of ground-mounted PV modules, an electrical collection system
that converts generated power from direct current (DC) to alternating current
(AC) and delivers it to a Project substation for collection and conversion from
34.5 kilovolts (kV) to 230 kV for delivery via a new on-site Pacific Gas and
Electric Company (PG&E) switching station, and the PG&E switching station that
interconnects the Proposed Project to PG&E’s existing Morro Bay to Midway
230-kV transmission line, which runs in an east-west direction through the
Project Site. PG&E upgrades to the Morro Bay to Midway transmission line are
necessary to accommodate several projects in the region, including the final 150
MW of generated power by the Proposed Project (PG&E Reconductoring
Project), and they are therefore evaluated herein as a connected action to the
Proposed Project. The decision on the final facility configuration will be made by
the County of San Luis Obispo through its conditional use permitting process;
information on the final permitted configuration will be included in the Final EIS
for the Proposed Project. Key components of the Proposed Project, which are
described in detail in Section 2.3.1 and depicted where known on Figures 2-2
and 2-3, include the following:

e Installation of approximately nine million PV solar modules and
associated electrical equipment within up to 460 PV arrays;

e Electrical substation, switching station, and overhead collector lines;

¢ Monitoring and Maintenance Facility;

e Solar Energy Learning Center;

e Up to 22 miles of on-site access roads!;

e Leach field and septic systems adjacent to the Monitoring and
Maintenance facility and Solar Energy Learning Center; and

I Because the location of access roads will be determined based on the San Luis Obispo County-permitted facility
configuration, the miles of new roads that would need to be built versus the length of existing roads that would be
improved is currently unknown.

-2
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The proposed Topaz Solar Farm project is Regio nal Location Map
located on the Carrizo Plain, approximate-

ly one mile north of the community of
California Valley and six miles northwest
of the Carrizo Plain National Monument.

Topaz Solar Farm
San Luis Obispo County, CA

Figure |-I
March 201 | Draft Environmental Impact Statement 1-3
DOE Loan Guarantee for the Topaz Solar Farm




2. Proposed Action and Alternatives

1.3

e Perimeter fencing around the PV arrays.

Generated electricity would be sold to PG&E under a long-term power
purchase agreement in support of the requirement that PG&E provide its
customers with 33 percent of its electricity from renewable sources by 2020, as
mandated by Governor’s Executive Order S-21-09.

The PG&E Reconductoring Project, described in more detail in Section 2.4,
Connected Action, and in Appendix B, PG&E Connected Action, includes the
following components:

e Reconductoring approximately 35 miles of transmission line;

e Extending the height of every other tower by 20 feet to
accommodate the new conductor;

e Potentially replacing up to ten percent of the towers to handle the
additional weight;

e Installing an optical ground wire along the length of the
reconductored line for static and fiber optic communications; and

e Installing a microwave tower and reflector.

PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR ACTION

1.3.1

Project Purpose and Need

The purpose of the Proposed Project is to increase the availability of electricity
generated from renewable energy sources through the construction of a PV
solar facility and associated transmission and support facilities. The need for
increased renewable energy power generation stems from the following federal,
state, and regional laws, regulations, goals, and policies:

e The Western Regional Climate Action initiative, a partnership
among seven western states and four Canadian provinces, seeks to
implement a cap and trade system with a goal of reducing emissions
that cause global warming by |5 percent below 2005 levels by 2020.

e (California Assembly Bill 32, signed into law in 2006, requires the
California Air Resources Board (CARB) to develop regulations and
market mechanisms to reduce California’s greenhouse gas emissions
to 1990 levels by 2020, an estimated 25-percent reduction.

e California Executive Order S-14-08, issued on November 11, 2008,
established California Renewables Portfolio Standards requiring
retail suppliers of electric services to increase procurement from
eligible renewable energy resources to 33 percent by 2020. This
order expanded the previous California Senate Bill 1078, passed in
2002, and Senate Bill 107, passed in 2006, which required retail
suppliers of electric services to increase procurement of eligible
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renewable energy resources by | percent of their retail sales
annually until they reached 20 percent by 2010.

e California Executive Order S-21-09, issued on September 15, 2009,
directs the California Air Resources Board to adopt regulations

increasing California’s Renewables Portfolio Standard to 33 percent
by 2020.

1.3.2 DOE Purpose and Need

1.3.3

The purpose and need of DOFE’s Proposed Action is to comply with its mandate
to select eligible projects that meet the goals of the Energy Policy Act of 2005
(EPAct 2005), as amended by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act
(ARRA) of 2009. DOE is using the NEPA process and this EIS to assist in
determining whether to issue a loan guarantee to the Project Proponent to
support the Proposed Project.

As described further in Section 1.4.1, EPAct 2005 established a federal loan
guarantee program for eligible energy projects, and was amended by ARRA to
create Section 1705, authorizing a new program for rapid deployment of
renewable energy projects and related manufacturing facilities, among others.
The primary purposes of ARRA are job preservation and creation,
infrastructure investment, energy efficiency and science, assistance to the
unemployed, and state and local fiscal stabilization. The Section 1705 program is
designed to address the current economic conditions of the nation, in part,
through renewable energy, transmission, and leading-edge biofuels projects.

Issuing a loan guarantee to Royal Bank of Scotland to finance the Proposed
Project would avoid the production of greenhouse gas emissions associated with
conventional methods of electrical generation. Assuming electricity generated
from the Proposed Project displaced energy produced by natural gas-fired
power plants, the Proposed Project would have annual greenhouse gas savings
upon buildout of approximately 285,493 metric tons of carbon dioxide, or
8,564,790 metric tons over the life of the Project.

USACE Purpose and Need

The USACE must verify compliance with both the CWA and NEPA prior to
issuing a permit for the Project. USACE has chosen to participate as a
cooperating agency in the NEPA process conducted by DOE. USACE will issue
a separate decision document on the CWA Section 404 permit for the
Proposed Project that will incorporate the environmental analyses from this EIS.

USACE has determined that Waters of the US potentially would be filled by the
Proposed Project and has directed that the Project Proponent apply for a
Standard Individual Permit. This USACE purpose and need statement describes
and presents the basic purpose and overall purpose of the Proposed Project as
contemplated by Section 404.
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USACE takes into account information supplied by the applicant to define the
basic and overall project purposes during its CWA Section 404 review process.
The basic project purpose is the fundamental or irreducible reason for the
project that is used by USACE to determine if the proposed project is water
dependent. The overall project purpose is a more detailed, comprehensive and
project-specific version of the basic project purpose and it is used by USACE it
considers alternatives in determining if the proposed project is in compliance
with the CWA.

The CWA Section 404(b)(1) Guidelines provide substantive criteria that USACE
uses to determine whether a proposed site is suitable for discharge of dredged
or fill material and whether a proposed discharge of dredged or fill material
(activity) is eligible for authorization under Section 404 of the CWA. Central to
the guidelines is a hierarchical approach designed to minimize impacts on
wetlands and other Waters of the United States. Specifically, applicants are
required to: (1) avoid impacts where possible; (2) minimize unavoidable impacts;
and (3) compensate for any remaining impacts that can neither be avoided nor
minimized such that overall project impacts on the aquatic environment are
minimal on both an individual and cumulative basis.

Per the CWA Section 404(b)(l) Guidelines requirements, the Project
Proponent has provided in the permit application to the USACE both a stated
basic and overall project purpose:

e The CWA basic purpose of the Proposed Project is to increase the
availability of electricity generated from renewable energy sources,
through the construction of a PV solar facility and associated
transmission and support facilities that interconnect with the Morro
Bay to Midway 230-kV transmission line.

e The CWA overall purpose of the Proposed Project is to increase
the availability of electricity generated from renewable energy
sources through the development, in a high-solar resource area, of a
550-MW PV solar facility and associated transmission and support
facilities for interconnection to the Morro Bay to Midway 230-kV
transmission line within eastern San Luis Obispo County, California.

The Proposed Project is expected to fill less than 0.1 acre of defined Waters of
the US. The Proposed Project will not fill any wetlands or US Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) Special Aquatic Sites as defined by the CWA Section
404(b)(l) Guidelines. Compensatory mitigation is being provided by the Project
Proponent for unavoidable impacts on waters that cannot be further minimized
in the form of establishment (creation) of new waters within the impacted
watershed.
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As indicated in Section |.3.1, Project Purpose and Need, there is a public need
for the Proposed Project because it would help meet California’s growing
energy demands and reduce carbon emissions in response to both legislative
and executive mandates. It would contribute to helping California meet its
targets for renewable energy generation; under the California renewable
portfolio standard, renewable energy is to account for 20 percent of the state’s
energy demand by 2010 and 33 percent by 2020. In addition, the Proposed
Project would contribute to economic development in San Luis Obispo County
(County).

1.4 BACKGROUND

1.4.1

DOE Loan Guarantee Program Overview

EPAct 2005, as amended by Section 406 of the ARRA, established a federal loan
guarantee program for eligible energy projects that employ innovative
technologies. Section 1703 of Title XVII of the act authorizes the Secretary of
Energy to make loan guarantees for a variety of project types, including those
that:

(1) avoid, reduce, or sequester air pollutants or anthropogenic
emissions of greenhouse gases; and

(2) employ new or significantly improved technologies as compared to
commercial technologies in service in the US at the time the
guarantee is issued (42 USC 16513).

Title XVII identifies ten categories of technologies and projects potentially
eligible for loan guarantees, including those for renewable energy technologies.
The two principal goals of the loan guarantee program are:

(1) to encourage commercial use in the US of new or significantly
improved energy-related technologies; and

(2) to achieve substantial environmental benefits.

Under ARRA, Congress established a temporary program under Section 1705
of Title XVII of EPAct 2005 authorizing DOE to make loan guarantees to
encourage rapid deployment of certain renewable energy systems, electric
transmission systems, and leading-edge biofuels projects. These projects do not
need to employ innovative technologies but do need to commence construction
no later than September 30, 201 1.

On October 7, 2009, DOE issued a federal loan guarantee program solicitation
entitled, “Federal Loan Guarantees for Commercial Technology Renewable
Energy Generation Projects under the Financial Institution Partnership Program
(FIPP)” (Solicitation No. DE-FOA-0000166). In the FIPP program, DOE
implements the application process by working directly with certain qualified
financial institutions through a set of procedures established by DOE. The FIPP
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1.4.2

program is intended to expedite the loan guarantee process and expand senior
credit capacity for the efficient and prudent financing of eligible projects under
Section 1705 of Title XVII that use commercial technologies. Under the FIPP
program, project sponsors may not apply directly to DOE but must instead
work with a financial institution that meets DOE qualification as a lead lender.
For this project, the Royal Bank of Scotland is acting as the lead lender-.

The October 7, 2009, solicitation invited interested parties to submit
applications for projects that employ energy efficiency, renewable energy, and
advanced transmission and distribution technologies. On March 29, 2010, the
Royal Bank of Scotland submitted the first part (Part I) of a two-part application
to DOE for a federal loan guarantee. It submitted Part Il of its application on
August 10, 2010.

County Permitting Overview

The Project Proponent applied for a conditional use permit (CUP) from San Luis
Obispo County (County) in July 2008 to develop the Proposed Project at the
selected project location. The CUP is needed to allow the proposed use on the
Project Site. The County is the lead agency under the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA). The final decision of the County and applicable state
agencies to grant the approvals required to build the Proposed Project will be
based in part on an evaluation of its potential environmental effects, its feasible
alternatives, and its potential mitigation measures, pursuant to CEQA. A draft
environmental impact report (EIR) was released by the County in October
2010. Final approval of the CUP, if granted, is expected in the spring of 201 1.

Since the time the Project Proponent submitted its initial CUP application in July
2008, the Proposed Project has evolved based on input received from the
County, interested federal and state agencies, community members, and findings
of special studies commissioned by the Project Proponent, including biological
surveys, wetlands and jurisdictional water surveys, cultural resource surveys,
visual simulations, and groundwater and well analyses. The Project Proponent
also purchased significant additional land in 2009, incorporated this land into the
project study area, and developed two adjacent optional development areas that
are being evaluated by the County in its CEQA environmental review process.
The Proposed Project evaluated in this EIS and described in detail in Chapter 2
is the same as analyzed in the Draft EIR and incorporates measures developed
by the Project Proponent through special studies to avoid, minimize, and/or
mitigate for adverse effects of the Project on the human and natural
environment. Such measures will likely continue to be refined and/or new
measures added during ongoing consultation with agencies with jurisdictional
expertise.
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1.4.3

Interconnection and Power Purchase Agreements

Interconnection of the Proposed Project to the Morro to Midway 230-kV
transmission line requires an interconnection application that is processed
under the California Independent System Operator’s (CAISO’s) Large
Generator Interconnection Procedure (LGIP). The LGIP procedure lays out a
24-month timeline of studies and deposit requirements necessary to complete
an interconnection agreement. The interconnection agreement specifies the
interconnection and network facilities that will be required to interconnect a
project. Beginning in 2009, CAISO modified its procedures and placed LGIP
applications into groups known as clusters so that projects interconnecting in
the same area can be studied together.

The Project Proponent signed two large-generator interconnection agreements
with PG&E and the CAISO, one for 210 MW and one for 190 MW. These
agreements thus confirmed that at least 400 MW of the project’s electricity
output would be deliverable to the transmission grid via existing transmission
lines. In addition, the Project Proponent executed a long-term purchase power
agreement with PG&E, by which PG&E agreed to purchase all of the electricity
generated by the facility for a term of 25 years. This agreement was approved
by the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) in February 2010.

Interconnection of the final 150 MW of the Proposed Project, in addition to
other proposed generation facilities in the project area, has been studied by
PG&E and the CAISO. In its September 2009 report, 2020 Renewable
Transmission Conceptual Plan, CAISO identified upgrades to the PG&E electrical
transmission system that would be required to accommodate solar generation
in the Carrizo Plain area as well as other proposed projects in the region. This
PG&E Reconductoring Project includes a new interconnection switching station
for each solar project and reconductoring 35 miles of 230-kV transmission lines
between the Carrizo Plain and PG&E’s Midway Substation. Because these
upgrades are required to interconnect the final 150 MW of the Proposed
Project’s generation capacity and other projects in the region, they are being
evaluated in the EIS as a connected action (see Section 2.4).

1.5 SCOPE OF THIS ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT

This EIS presents information on the potential impacts associated with
guaranteeing a loan to Royal Bank of Scotland to provide financing to the
Project Proponent to construct and start up the Proposed Project. DOFE’s
decision to grant or deny the loan guarantee and the USACE’s decision whether
or not to issue a CWA Section 404 permit require compliance with NEPA and
the interpretive guidelines established by CEQ and DOFE’s NEPA implementing
procedures.
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1.6

This EIS: (1) describes the affected environment relevant to potential impacts of
the Proposed Action and alternatives; (2) analyzes potential environmental
impacts that could result from the Proposed Action and alternatives; (3)
identifies ways that environmental impacts could be avoided, reduced, or
mitigated; (4) identifies and characterizes cumulative impacts that could result
from the Proposed Action in relation to other past, present, or reasonably
foreseeable future actions; (5) provides DOE with environmental information
for use in decision making to protect, preserve, and enhance the human
environment and natural ecosystems; and (6) discloses to the public the
environmental information and analyses upon which DOF’s and USACE’s
decisions would be based.

The area of analysis of the EIS includes lands within two overlapping study areas,
Study Area A and Study Area B. The option to construct the Proposed Project
within each of these study areas was proposed by the Project Proponent and is
being evaluated by the County in its EIR process and by DOE in this EIS. The
study areas consist of lands secured by the Project Proponent with options to
purchase for development of the Proposed Project. Upon conclusion of the EIR
process, a project within one of these study areas will be permitted by the
County for development of the solar facility.

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

1.6.1

Public participation is an integral part of the NEPA process. Federal public
participation activities conducted in support of this EIS are described below.

Scoping

Project scoping identifies issues of concern early in the EIS process. NEPA
requires that the lead agency invite affected federal, state, and local agencies, any
affected Native American tribes, and other interested persons to participate in
the scoping process. The purpose of this scoping process is:

(1) To inform the public about a proposed action and the alternatives
being considered; and

(2) To identify and clarify issues relevant to the EIS by soliciting public
comments.

On October 22, 2010, DOE published a Notice of Intent (NOI) to prepare this
EIS in the Federal Register (75 Fed. Reg. 65306), initiating a 30-day public scoping
period. The NOI was published in the San Luis Obispo Tribune on October 29
and 31, 2010, the Atascadero News on October 29, 2010, and the Paso Robles
Press on October 29, 2010, and mailed to federal, state, and local agencies,
Native American tribes, special interest groups, and landowners soliciting
information regarding environmental impacts that could potentially occur as a
result of the Proposed Project. Copies of these materials are included in
Appendix A of this EIS.
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A public scoping meeting was held on November 16, 2010, at the Carrisa Plains
Heritage Community Center. Approximately 30 persons attended the scoping
meeting. Nine people entered comments into the public record during the
public hearing portion of the meeting.

The scoping period ended on November 22, 2010. Seventeen written comment
letters were received. Comment letters were submitted by the EPA, California
Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (Cal Fire)/San Luis Obispo Fire
Department, the County of San Luis Obispo, the Center for Biological Diversity,
the Defenders of Wildlife/Sierra Club/Audubon California (submitted as one
letter), and twelve individuals or their representatives that reside near the
Project Site.

Some comments expressed support for the construction of the Topaz Project.
Other comments expressed concern about the Project and identified the
proposed Project Site as biologically valuable, for example, because of the
presence of functional sensitive habitat and the potential to host a large number
of rare biological resources. Comments expressed concern with regard to: site
selection; impacts on sensitive biological resources, including sensitive habitat,
protected species (e.g., the Federally protected San Joaquin Kit Fox), and wildlife
movement; water quality and quantity in terms of the limited nature of water
resources and potential impacts to sensitive and locally-rare species; impacts on
on-site drainage; full identification of sensitive habitats and species of the
Carrizo Plain; impacts on nesting and foraging birds and bald and golden eagles;
impacts from disposal of hazardous materials contained in PV panels; and the
effects and causes of climate change. In addition, comments concerned the
Proposed Project’s consistency with local land use plans and existing land uses in
the area, proximity to the Carrizo Plains National Monument, and seismic
hazards.

The primary issues raised in the oral and written comments are presented in
Table I-1, Summary of Scoping Issues.
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TABLE I-1

SUMMARY OF SCOPING ISSUES

LOCATION WHERE ISSUE IS ADDRESSED IN

ISSUE SUMMARY OF ISSUE
THE EIS
Alternatives Include a robust discussion of alternatives, Section 2.1.2 provides information on the
Analysis including alternative sites, capacities, and DOE alternative selection process.
tef:hnologles. Irlclude alter'natlves to av.0|d or Section 2.1.3 describes project-specific
mitigate potentla'l adverse.lmpacts on biological alternatives and project-specific alternatives
resources. Identify an environmentally preferable considered but eliminated.
alternative.
Evaluate alternative locations for the site, including
in the Westlands Competitive Renewable Energy
Zone; alternatives to utility-scale solar, including
rooftop solar and smaller facilities located closer
to users; and more efficient solar panels..
Evaluate providing funding to other types of
projects.
Biological Evaluate impacts on protected species and on Section 3.10 describes special status species in
Resources wildlife connectivity. the project area and wildlife connectivity.
Evaluate impacts related to the introduction of Sections 3.8, 3.9, and 3.10 describe
lighting, noise, loss and disruption of habitat on vegetation, wildlife, and special status
species in the area, including locally rare species. species, respectively.
Provide a full accounting of all flora and fauna on Sections 3.8, 3.9, and 3.10 describe vegetation,
the Project Site, a thorough analysis of project and  Wildlife, and special status species,
cumulative impacts, and a description of measures respectlvely.. Measurgs proposed to minimize
to avoid, minimize, and mitigate project impacts. impacts are included in these sections and in
Adopt protocol to perform seasonal surveys for ;'ablfa 2'39‘|§umU|at'V€ effects are described in
sensitive plant and animals as part of site ection 3.1S.
characterization and monitoring. Noxious weeds are discussed in Section 3.8.
Measures to prevent the spread of noxious weeds  Measures proposed to minimize impacts are
should be included. in Table 2-9 and the “Topaz Solar Farm San
_— oaquin Kit Fox Conservation and
Impacts to the safety of the San Joaquin kit fox and ) quin ¥ o ) )
. Monitoring Plan,” included in Appendix E.
fencing.
Cadmium Analyze the ability of cadmium telluride (CdTe) and Section 3.15 discusses potential effects of
Telluride cadmium sulfide (CdS) to enter environmental CdTe modules.

pathways through breakage or fire.

Discuss the long-term reliability of encapsulation,
emissions from broken modules in arid
environments, the number of broken or cracked
panels that could be stockpiled on site, and the ability
to fight fires using water.

Provide information on end-of-life treatment of
panels.

Section 2.3.4 describes module
decommissioning and recycling.
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TABLE I-1 (continued)

SUMMARY OF PRIMARY SCOPING ISSUES

LOCATION WHERE ISSUE IS ADDRESSED IN

ISSUE SUMMARY OF ISSUE
THE EIS
Water Estimate the quantity of water the Proposed Project  Section 3.7 discusses groundwater supply,
Resources will require, describe the source of this water, and surface waters, floodplains, wetlands, and
evaluate the effects on other water users and natural ~ Waters of the US.
resources in the project area.
Analyze the impacts of the Proposed Project on
downstream waters.
Analyze impacts on jurisdictional waters and
wetlands.
Visual Describe project-specific and cumulative impacts on Section 3.3 describes the potential visual
Resources the visual character of the area and on nearby impacts related to the Proposed Project.
landowners from large-scale solar development.
Evaluate glare and effects on the night sky.
Air Quality Describe impacts on air quality and measures to Section 3.4 describes potential air quality
reduce impacts. impacts. Air quality measures are described in
Section 3.4 and in Table 2-9.
Noise Disclose noise impacts during construction and Section 3.5 discusses potential noise impacts.
operation of the solar facility.
Prime The Proposed Project would affect prime farmlands. ~ Section 3.1 discusses prime farmlands.
Farmlands

Environmental
Justice

Evaluate Proposed Project impacts on minority
populations and on schoolchildren at Carrisa Plains
Elementary School.

Environmental justice issues are discussed in
Section 3.14.

Cumulative Evaluate the cumulative impact of large-scale solar  Cumulative impacts are discussed in Section
Impacts projects on resources such as sensitive species 3.18.
and habitat, water supply, traffic, hazardous
materials, and the visual environment.
1.7 DOCUMENT ORGANIZATION

This EIS has been organized into the following sections. A list of acronyms and
abbreviations follows the Table of Contents, while appendices follow the

chapters described below.

Chapter |, Purpose and Need, describes the purpose and need for the
Proposed Project, for DOE issuing a loan guarantee, and for USACE issuing a
CWA Section 404 permit; the background of the DOE Loan Guarantee
Program,; the scope of the analysis; and public participation. It also describes the

organization of the EIS.
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2. Proposed Action and Alternatives

Chapter 2, Proposed Action and Alternatives, describes the Proposed
Action, project-specific alternatives, project-specific alternatives eliminated from
further consideration, the no action alternative, and a connected action. A
summary of mitigation measures and required permits is also provided.

Chapter 3, Affected Environment and Environmental Impacts,
describes the existing baseline conditions of the resources that may be affected
by implementing the Proposed Action, including land use, visual resources, air
quality and climate change, noise, geology and soils, water resources, vegetation,
fish and wildlife, special status species, cultural resources, paleontological
resources, socioeconomics, environmental justice, public health and safety and
hazardous materials and wastes, transportation, and infrastructure. It also
describes the potential direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts associated with
the Proposed Action and alternatives described in Chapter 2.

Chapter 4, Other Required Considerations, describes unavoidable
adverse environmental impacts, short-term uses of the environment and long-
term productivity, and irreversible or irretrievable commitments of resources
resulting from the Proposed Action and alternatives.

Chapter 5, Consultation and Coordination, provides a list of agencies
contacted regarding this EIS.

Chapter 6, List of Preparers, provides a brief description of credentials for
the preparers of the EIS.

Chapter 7, References, describes the sources of information used in
preparing the EIS.

Chapter 8, Glossary, defines technical terms used in the EIS.

Chapter 9, Index, provides a page-number listing of topics that are discussed
in the EIS.
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CHAPTER 2
PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES

Chapter 2 describes in detail the Proposed Action; project-specific alternatives,
including project-specific alternatives eliminated from further consideration; and
the no action alternative. The chapter includes an overview of the Proposed
Project and provides detailed technical information on the Proposed Project
that forms the basis for the analyses in this EIS; permits, approvals, and
authorizations required to construct the Project; and proposed measures
designed to reduce impacts from the Project. The chapter also describes a
connected action.

2.1 DOE’Ss PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES

2.1.1

Proposed Action

DOF’s Proposed Action is to issue a federal loan guarantee to Royal Bank of
Scotland to provide funding to the Project Proponent for the construction and
startup of the Proposed Project, a nominal 550-MW solar energy generating
facility. The Project, as proposed by the Project Proponent, is described in detail
in Section 2.3 and would consist of a solar field of ground-mounted PV modules,
an electrical collection system, a substation, and a new PG&E switching station
that interconnects the Proposed Project to an existing PG&E transmission line.
Collector lines, access roads, fencing, a monitoring and maintenance facility, and
a Solar Energy Learning Center would also be developed.

DOE Selection of Alternatives

NEPA and the CEQ implementing regulations require that agencies discuss the
reasonable alternatives to the proposed action in an EIS. The term “reasonable
alternatives” is not self-defining, but rather must be determined in the context
of the statutory purpose expressed by the underlying legislation. Under Section
1703 of Title XVII of EPAct 2005, Congress authorizes the Secretary of Energy
to make loan guarantees for projects that “(1) avoid, reduce, or sequester air
pollutants or anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases; and (2) employ new
or significantly improved technologies as compared to commercial technologies
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in service in the United States at the time the guarantee is issued.” Under
ARRA, Congress established a temporary program under Section 1705 of Title
XVII of EPAct 2005 authorizing DOE to make loan guarantees to encourage
rapid deployment of certain renewable energy systems, electric transmission
systems, and leading-edge biofuels projects. These projects do not need to
employ innovative technologies as under Section 1703, but do need to
commence construction no later than September 30, 201 1. Provided that an
applicant for a loan guarantee meets the eligibility requirements under Title
XVII, the Secretary of Energy may select that applicant among any other eligible
applicants to the extent that adequate funds have been appropriated.

DOE issued Solicitation No. DE-FOA-0000166 on October 7, 2009, inviting
the submission of applications for loan guarantees under Section 1705 of the
EPAct 2005. The solicitation was for the Financial Institutional Partnership
Program for commercial renewable power generation, including solar energy
technologies. Past solicitations issued by DOE have targeted fossil energy
advanced technologies; renewable energy and advanced transmission and
distribution technologies; nuclear power facilities; and advanced nuclear facilities
for the ‘front-end’ of the nuclear fuel cycle. DOE evaluated the applications it
received in response to Solicitation DE-FOA-0000166 and determined that the
Project Proponent was eligible in accordance with Section 1705 of the EPAct
2005. The Project Proponent was thus invited to enter the due diligence
process.

In accordance with the solicitation, applicants were required to submit
environmental reports to assist the DOE in meeting its NEPA obligation under
10 CFR 1021.216, and in determining the appropriate level of NEPA review for
a project if selected for a loan guarantee. The Project Proponent submitted an
environmental summary report for the Proposed Project in conjunction with its
Part | application on March 29, 2010. The environmental report provided details
about the Project, including the planned location, technology, proposed facilities,
regulatory aspects, and potential benefits. The environmental report also
described project-specific alternatives considered by the Project Proponent, as
discussed in Section 2.1.3, below, and potential impacts of the Proposed Project
on the same environmental resources addressed in this EIS.

It is well established that an agency should take into account the needs and goals
of the applicant in determining the scope of the EIS for an applicant’s project as
well as the statutory purposes of the underlying legislation. Rather than being
directly responsible for the siting, construction, and operation of respective
projects selected in response to solicitations under EPAct 2005, DOFE’s actions
under the act are limited to guaranteeing private financing secured by applicants
for the project that they have submitted in their application. Therefore, DOFE’s
overall decision will be to either provide a loan guarantee for the Proposed
Project (Proposed Action) or to decline to provide a loan guarantee (no action
alternative). Project-specific alternatives analyzed in detail, as well as project-
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specific alternatives eliminated from further consideration, are described in
Section 2.1.3, below.

Project-Specific Alternatives

The Project Proponent has secured options to purchase nearly 10,000 acres of
land and is proposing to construct a 550-MW PV solar facility on up to 4,100
acres of these lands. The Project Proponent is in the process of obtaining
entitlements (the rights to develop the solar facility) for the Proposed Project
from the County of San Luis Obispo. Because the exact development footprint
is not yet known, the entire 10,000 acres are described in this EIS, potential
development areas are identified, and potential impacts associated with
development on these areas are disclosed. While the EIS evaluates the potential
effects on all developable project lands, development would be limited to the
maximum 4,100-acre solar facility footprint permitted by the County. The
following terms are used in the EIS:

e Project Site — This term refers to the approximately 10,000 acres
that have been secured by the Project Proponent to undergo full
environmental analysis. The Project Site contains both physical and
environmental constraints that would be avoided under all project-
specific alternatives.

e Study Area — The Project Site has been divided into two overlapping
study areas, Study Area A and Study Area B, on which the Proposed
Project could be developed (Figure 2-1, Study Area Map). Each
study area contains features and attributes that would allow the
County of San Luis Obispo to optimize protection of certain
resource areas or avoid and minimize certain potential
environmental impacts in the CUP it issues for the facility. These
study areas were evaluated as discrete alternatives in the County’s
Draft EIR for the Project and are presented as project-specific
alternatives in this EIS. However, the County could permit a facility
that uses some lands within both study areas, though the overall
size of the facility would be limited to a maximum of 4,100 acres.

In its CEQA environmental review, the County of San Luis Obispo
considered specific development options within each study area.
Option areas refer to the fenced development areas within the
Project Site that would comprise the 550-MW PV solar facility;
option areas are smaller areas within the larger study areas. The EIR
evaluated Option A, which was a specific development proposal
within Study Area A, and Option B, which was a specific
development proposal within Study Area B. The EIR also evaluated
other project configurations within Study Area A, other project
configurations within Study Area B, and some project configurations

March 2011

Draft Environmental Impact Statement 2-3
DOE Loan Guarantee for the Topaz Solar Farm



2. Proposed Action and Alternatives

The Project Proponent is proposing to develop the Stu dy A rea M a P

Topaz Solar Farm in one of two study areas. The
decision on the final facility configuration will be
made by the County of San Luis Obispo through its
conditional use permitting process.

Topaz Solar Farm
San Luis Obispo County, CA

Figure 2-1
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that included lands in both Study Area A and Study Area B. These
various project configurations were intended to lessen impacts on
different resources depending upon the project configuration.
Because the final array configuration will not be determined until
the conclusion of the County permitting process in mid-2011,
specific array configurations are not evaluated in this EIS. Rather,
the EIS evaluates the effects of developing the Project on up to
4,100 acres within Study Area A (though the Project Proponent’s
current preferred array layout is only 3,400 acres) or up to 4,000
acres within Study Area B. These scenarios are termed “project-
specific alternatives”, or simply alternatives, in the EIS.

Alternatives — Two alternatives for developing the Proposed Project
have been proposed by the Project Proponent and are analyzed in
detail in the EIS as project-specific alternatives. Each alternative
would contain virtually identical project features configured in
different areas of the overall Project Site; these features are
described in detail in Section 2.3, Project Description. The two
alternatives for developing the Proposed Project are described
below.

Alternative A: Develop the Proposed Project in Study Area A
Under Alternative A, the Proposed Project would be developed on
up to 4,100 acres of a larger 7,800-acre study area termed Study
Area A. Study Area A is approximately one mile north of the
community of California Valley and six miles northwest of the
Carrizo Plain National Monument. This study area encompasses the
southern three-quarters of the 10,000 acres that have been secured
by the Project Proponent. Figure 2-2, Alternative A, details the
location of the Proposed Project substation, switching station,
monitoring and maintenance facility, and Solar Energy Learning
Center, as well as potential areas in which PV arrays could be
located within Study Area A.

Alternative B: Develop the Proposed Project in Study Area B

Under Alternative B, the Proposed Project would be developed on
up to approximately 4,000 acres of a larger 6,300-acre study area
termed Study Area B. Study Area B is approximately two miles
north of the community of California Valley and seven miles
northwest of the Carrizo Plain National Monument. This study area
encompasses the northern two-thirds of the 10,000 acres that have
been secured by the Project Proponent. As shown in Figure 2-1, all
but approximately 160 acres of the Study Area B lands that do not
overlap with Study Area A lands are under California Land
Conservation Act (Williamson Act) contract. Figure 2-3,
Alternative B, details the location of the Project substation,
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Under Alternative A, the proposed Topaz Solar ;

Farm would be developed on up to 4,100 Alternatlve A

acres. This alternative would avoid develop- Topaz Solar Farm

ment of lands under Williamson Act contract. San Luis Obispo County, CA
Figure 2-2
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Under Alternative B, the proposed Topaz Solar .
Farm would be developed on up to approxi- AI ternative B
mately 4,000 acres of the 6,300-acre study Topaz Solar Farm
area. This alternative would avoid most devel- San Luis Obispo County, CA
opment south of Highway 58.

Figure 2-3
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2. Proposed Action and Alternatives

switching station, monitoring and maintenance facility, and Solar Energy Learning
Center, as well as potential areas in which PV arrays could be located within
Study Area B. Because the final Project design would not be determined until
the completion of the County’s permitting and CEQA environmental review
processes in mid-2011, the EIS analyzes potential effects associated with
development on the entire Project Site, excluding areas of physical and
environmental constraints, to capture the full range of potential environmental
effects. For this reason, Figures 2-2 and 2-3 show potential PV array
development areas rather than specific PV array locations. Because all areas of
the Project Site that could be developed are analyzed in the EIS, the impacts
associated with any potential panel configuration ultimately permitted by the
County have been disclosed in this document.

Comparison of Project-Specific Alternatives

Both alternatives would consist of similarly sized solar generating equipment, a
Project substation, a switching station, a monitoring and maintenance facility, a
Solar Energy Learning Center, and infrastructure such as roads and fencing. The
Project substation, switching station, and monitoring and maintenance facility
would be sited in the same location under both alternatives. Table 2-1,
Comparison of Project-Specific Alternatives, provides a comparison of
Alternative A and Alternative B. Other features described in Section 2.3 would
be the same under each alternative.

TABLE 2-1
COMPARISON OF PROJECT-SPECIFIC ALTERNATIVES

PROJECT ELEMENT ALTERNATIVE A ALTERNATIVE B
Study Area (acres) 7,800 6,300
Developed Area (acres) up to 4,100 up to 4,000
Overhead 34.5-kV Collector Lines (miles) 12 8
Access Roads (miles) 22 22

Project-Specific Alternatives Considered but Eliminated

Because DOFE’s decision in the context of the EPAct 2005 is strictly whether to
provide or deny a federal loan guarantee for the Proposed Project, other
alternatives available to DOE for agency action are not considered reasonable.
The EIS nonetheless analyzes a range of reasonable project-specific alternatives
to the Proposed Project itself. The alternatives that were considered but not
carried forward for detailed analysis include alternative site locations, alternative
project sizes, and alternative technologies. These alternatives did not meet the
Project purpose and need described in Section 1.3.1, as discussed below, or are
eliminated for other reasons stated herein.
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Alternative Site Locations

Because the DOE loan guarantee program evaluates applicant-proposed
projects, DOE has not participated in the identification or selection of
alternative sites for the Proposed Project. Furthermore, no off-site locations are
considered reasonable or feasible, as described below. Thus, no alternative off-
site locations are carried forward for detailed analysis in the EIS.

The Project Proponent’s site selection process, as well as an overview of off-site
alternatives examined by the County in the Draft EIR, are discussed below.

Site Selection Process

The Project Proponent initiated development of the Proposed Project in 2006,
when it began looking for a suitable location to develop a solar facility. In
selecting a suitable solar facility location, the Project Proponent considered a
number of criteria, including electrical transmission access and available capacity,
solar resource potential, and land suitability (availability of disturbed land, flat
topography, and low environmental sensitivity).

Transmission Line Access and Available Capacity. Proximity to existing
transmission corridors decreases the cost and environmental impacts of a
project by avoiding the need for a new generation tie-in line or minimizing the
distance of such a line if required, or substantial new transmission network
upgrades. In addition to proximity, transmission lines need to have available
capacity to carry electricity generated by a project.

The Project Proponent evaluated the availability of electric transmission capacity
in Pacific Gas and Electric’s (PG&E’s) service territory and electrical grid system
integration factors such as transmission line length and system upgrade
requirements. PG&E’s Morro Bay to Midway transmission line, which runs from
the coast of San Luis Obispo County, east through the Carrizo Plain, and
eventually into Kern County in the San Joaquin Valley, provided the opportunity
to interconnect the Proposed Project at a point on the system with available
electric transmission capacity for a significant majority of the 550-MW project,
and which offered the opportunity to site a solar facility immediately adjacent to
the line, thereby avoiding the need to develop new transmission line rights-of-
way. The availability of lands adjacent to this line would enable the connection of
the Proposed Project directly to the transmission line and avoid the need to
construct a generation tie-in line.

Land Suitability. Utility-scale solar facilities require large tracts of relatively flat
terrain. These lands should be a low-value land use (for example, not in highly
productive agricultural use) and previously disturbed so as to minimize
environmental impacts from construction and operation.

The Project Proponent evaluated the lands along the Morro Bay to Midway
transmission line to determine an appropriate location to develop the Proposed
Project. Much of the land along the eastern portion of the transmission line in
Kern County is in highly productive agricultural use and is divided into relatively
small parcels. Many of the properties in Kern County also contain underground
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mineral resources that continue to support oil and gas production and are
topographically unsuitable for solar development. Moving west along the Morro
Bay to Midway transmission line into San Luis Obispo County, it was necessary
to avoid environmental resources in the Lokern Preserve, along the western
flank of the Temblor Mountains, the Carrizo Plain National Monument, and the
highly sensitive areas between the western edge of the Carrizo Plains and the
Pacific Coast.

Solar Resource Potential. Solar resource potential is determined by the amount
of solar energy present and by the percentage of available sunlight that can be
converted into electricity. Factors that influence the amount of solar energy
available include the following:

e Latitude: southern latitudes have a more direct exposure to the sun
and a higher level of solar energy;

e Elevation: solar energy is greater at high elevations because there is
less atmosphere to absorb and scatter sunlight;

e Climate: Drier climates have more solar energy due to fewer cloudy
or foggy days; and

e Haze: in remote areas with less intensive agriculture there are less
dust, aerosols, and humidity, allowing more solar energy to reach
the ground surface.

In evaluating the lands that were suitable for solar development, discussed
above, the Project Proponent identified the Carrizo Plain as having the highest
level of solar energy in the PG&E service area due to its relatively high elevation,
protected microclimate, and low humidity and haze.

Through this search, the Project Proponent determined that the Morro Bay to
Midway transmission line had available capacity and that the California Valley
area of the Carrizo Plain had high solar resource potential, relatively flat terrain,
and disturbed available land that was not in productive agricultural use. As a
result, the Project Proponent selected the proposed project area in eastern San
Luis Obispo County and secured options to purchase land from landowners in
the project area to develop the solar facility.

County-Evaluated Off-Site Alternatives

While the Project Proponent is not proposing any alternate site locations, the
County of San Luis Obispo identified the following two off-site locations for
analysis in the Draft EIR for the Proposed Project (San Luis Obispo County
2010a).

Westlands Competitive Renewable Energy Zone (CREZ) Alternative. The
Westlands CREZ is a 30,000-acre area with a moderate solar resource potential
in Kings and Fresno Counties. This zone consists of disturbed farmlands that
have been retired due to water shortages and salt buildup in the soil that makes
it toxic to crops. The Westlands CREZ is not considered a valid alternative
because of the lower solar resource potential (the lower elevation and
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increased humidity/haze of the site would result in an estimated five to ten
percent solar resource loss), the uncertainty of transmission line capacity
(transmission infrastructure exists in the area but studies would be required to
determine if adequate capacity exists or whether new or upgraded transmission
would be required), and the creation of potential impacts similar to those that
would result from developing the Proposed Project at the proposed location in
San Luis Obispo County. In addition, the need for project siting, design, surveys,
and permitting would delay project generation beyond the currently proposed
buildout date, which would not meet the Project’s purpose and need of helping
to meet federal, state, and regional renewable energy laws, regulations, goals,
and policies described in Section |.3.1. This alternative would also not meet
DOF’s purpose and need of providing loan guarantees to eligible projects that
meet the goals of the EPAct 2005, as amended by ARRA, including accelerating
commercial use of new or improved energy technologies and realizing
substantial environmental benefits through the avoidance of greenhouse gas
emissions, as described in Section 1.3.2.

North Carrizo Plain Alternative. The second off-site location evaluated in the
Draft EIR was the North Carrizo Plain, specifically the Cholame Valley between
Monterey County and northwestern San Luis Obispo County. This area has the
same solar resource potential as the proposed Project Site and no residences in
the project area but may require a new 30-mile 230-kV transmission line to
connect the Proposed Project to the grid. Similar to the Westlands CREZ
location, developing the solar facility in the North Carrizo Plain would delay
bringing renewable power to market and would likely create greater impacts on
some resources in the name of reducing impacts on other resources as
compared with the proposed Topaz project location (San Luis Obispo County
2010a). As discussed above for the Westlands CREZ, this alternative would not
meet the Project’s purpose and need described in Section 1.3.1 or DOF’s
purpose and need described in Section 1.3.2, and it is not otherwise a
reasonable alternative.

Alternative Sizes

Consistent with the nature of its loan guarantee decision, DOE did not
participate in the sizing of the power generation facilities for the Proposed
Project. Decisions about the size and generating capacity of the Proposed
Project were made by the Project Proponent to ensure the economic feasibility
of the Project. As the potential guarantor of private loans, DOE must consider
the economic decisions made by the Project Proponent as essential to the
viability of the Project for repayment of those loans; therefore, DOE is not in
the position of evaluating alternative generating capacities, which may not be
considered economically feasible by the proponent. Nonetheless, any reduced
generating capacity alternative would not be reasonable because it would not
meet the Project’s purpose and need of helping to meet federal, state, and
regional renewable energy laws, regulations, goals, and policies described in
Section 1.3.1.
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Alternative Technologies

As DOE evaluates applicant-proposed projects, it does not participate in
technology selection decisions. No technologies other than PV solar and no
other types of PV solar technology were considered for the Proposed Action,
as the Project Proponent would use the solar module technology that it
developed and manufactures.

The Draft EIR for the Proposed Project evaluated a distributed solar PV
alternative (rooftop systems that deliver power directly to or near its area of
use) and other solar technologies such as solar thermal and eliminated these
alternatives from detailed consideration because they would not be feasible
alternatives for 550-MW of power generation in the case of distributed systems
and because the impacts associated with other types of solar technologies
would be the same or more intense than a PV solar facility. DOE believes, for
the same reasons, that these alternative technologies are not reasonable
alternatives under NEPA.

No Action Alternative

Under the no action alternative, DOE would not provide a loan guarantee for
the Proposed Project. In the absence of a DOE loan guarantee, the Project
Proponent could still elect to construct and operate the proposed solar facility
if it could obtain alternate sources of financing and the required permits from
state and federal agencies; therefore, the DOE no action alternative could result
in one of two potential scenarios:

e  The Proposed Project would not be built; or

e The Proposed Project would be built by the Project Proponent
without benefit of a loan guarantee.

Without DOE participation, it is possible that the Proposed Project would be
canceled. For the purposes of analysis in this EIS, the DOE no action alternative
will be a “No Build” alternative, meaning that environmental conditions would
remain in the status quo and current land uses would continue. This scenario
would not contribute to the federal loan guarantee program goal to make loan
guarantees for energy projects that “avoid, reduce, or sequester air pollutants
or anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases” or ARRA goals for rapid
deployment of eligible renewable energy projects.

While the “No Build” alternative is analyzed throughout the EIS, because the
Project Proponent owns or controls the land proposed for development, it is
possible that the Proposed Project would be constructed without benefit of a
loan guarantee. DOE assumes that if the Project Proponent were to proceed
with construction in the absence of a loan guarantee, the Project would include
all of the features, attributes, and impacts as described for the Proposed Action.
However, because of the need to obtain alternate sources of funding, the time it
would take to bring the Proposed Project online would likely be increased
under this scenario. Therefore, for resources where impacts would differ
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substantially from the Proposed Action, either due to an increased timeline or
other reasons, these impacts would be described in Chapter 3, under the no
action alternative discussion.

2.2 USACE’S PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

2.2.1

2.2.2

Proposed Action

Construction of the Proposed Project requires a US Army Corps of Engineers
permit pursuant to Section 404 of the CWA, along with appropriate NEPA
analysis. As part of a separate CWA alternatives analysis in accordance with the
Section 404(b)(1) Guidelines (40 CFR Part 230), USACE will incorporate into
their NEPA analysis an evaluation of the potential impacts on the aquatic
environment resulting from the construction and operation of the Topaz Solar
Farm. This regulatory process requires selection of the least environmentally
damaging practicable alternative, which would reduce the impacts on waters of
the US, over which USACE has jurisdiction, as long as the alternative meets the
Project Proponent’s overall project purpose and so long as the alternative does
not have other significant adverse environmental consequences.

The Section 404(b)(1) Guidelines state:

...no discharge of dredged or fill material shall be permitted if
there is a practicable alternative to the proposed discharge
which would have less adverse impact on the aquatic ecosystem,
so long as the alternative does not have other significant adverse
environmental consequences” (40 CFR § 230.10(a)).

An alternative is considered practicable “...if it is available and
capable of being done after taking into consideration cost,
existing technology and logistics in light of overall project
purposes” (40 CFR § 230.10(a)(2)).

The CWA “overall purpose” of the Proposed Project is to increase the
availability of electricity generated from renewable energy sources through the
development, in a high-solar resource area, of a 550-MW PV solar power plant
and associated transmission and support facilities for interconnection to the
Morro Bay to Midway 230-kV transmission line within eastern San Luis Obispo
County, California.

No Action Alternative
Under the no action alternative, the Proposed Project would not be
constructed.
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION

2.3.1

2.3.2

PV Solar Energy Technology

PV technology converts solar radiation from the sun into DC electricity. When
light shines on PV modules, a percentage of the light is absorbed. The energy of
the absorbed light is transferred to electrons in the atoms of the PV cell. With
their newfound energy, these electrons escape from their normal positions in
the atoms of the semiconductor PV material and become part of the electrical
flow, or current, in an electrical circuit. Figure 2-4, PV Technology lllustration,
provides a schematic of how the Proposed Project would generate electricity
and transfer it to the PG&E transmission grid.

Proposed Project Features

The Proposed Project would consist of the solar generating equipment, a
Project substation, a switching station, a monitoring and maintenance facility, a
Solar Energy Learning Center, and infrastructure such as fencing and access road
improvement. These elements are described below.

Solar Generating Equipment

The Proposed Project would utilize First Solar thin-film CdTe PV modules. The
PV modules would be organized into up to 460 electrical groups called arrays,
with the cumulative capacity to generate 550 MW of power at the point of
delivery to PG&E under peak solar conditions.

The solar field would consist of PV modules mounted on steel support
structures called tables. Tables would be attached at an angle to a bracket on
vertical steel posts spaced approximately eight to ten feet center-to-center and
driven into the ground to a depth of four to seven feet below grade. Once
mounted, the front of each table would be approximately 1.5 feet above grade,
while the rear would be approximately 5.5 feet above grade. The distance from
the ground to the top of the PV module table may vary depending on the
topography.

The PV array components could be configured into arrays in multiple ways
within the Proposed Project fenced area. One configuration would be arrays
consisting of 36 rows, which would produce approximately 1.3 megawatts
alternating current (MWac) of power. Another configuration would be arrays
consisting of 56 rows, which would produce 2.52 MWxc of power. The arrays
would be sectioned into quadrants by two 20-foot-wide corridors, one running
east-west, and the other running north-south. Other configurations may be
developed prior to obtaining construction permits for the Project. The Project
components would be the same for each array configuration, and the site layout
would contain approximately the same (or slightly less) impacted area.
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2. Proposed Action and Alternatives

DC—Direct Current
LV—Low Voltage
Met Station—Meteorological Station

AC—Alternating Current
MV—Mid Voltage

DPG/RIG—Data Processing Gateway/Remote Intelligent Gateway

HMI—Human-Machine Interface
HV—High Voltage

SOURCE: Topaz Solar Farms, LLC

PV technology converts solar radiation
from the sun into DC electricity. The pro-
posed Topaz Solar Farm would utilize First

Solar thin-film cadmium telluride (CdTe)
PV modules.

March 2011

PV Technology lllustration

Topaz Solar Farm
San Luis Obispo County, CA

Figure 2-4
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2. Proposed Action and Alternatives

A typical PV array is depicted on Figure 2-5, PV Array Schematic. A
photograph of a PV array is provid