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Proposed pumped-storage hydro plant



3 major kinds of hydropower

Storage or impoundment 
Hoover Dam

Pumped storage 
Niagara Falls

Run-of-river 
Columbia River dams



What does Premium Energy want to do?

They have applied for 

a preliminary permit to 

conduct studies on

building a pumped

storage plant utilizing 

the Ashokan reservoir

Source: FERC “Hydropower Licensing: A Guide for the Public”



Pumped storage works like a battery
Water is pumped 
up from the lower 
reservoir during 
low-electricity-
use times, such 
as at night, then 
run down through 
the turbines to 
make power 
during high-
electricity-use 
times, such as 
mornings and 
evenings.



Premium Energy proposal

Three alternative sites for upper 
reservoir have been proposed: 

- Stony Clove in Lanesville OR 
- Wittenberg Road in Olive OR 
- Woodland Valley in Phoenicia

Lower reservoir would be the Ashokan

Some current transmission lines 
would be utilized and some new 
transmission lines would be built



The three alternate upper reservoir sites



Stony Clove site
The reservoir would be 
constructed along 214, about a 
mile into Greene County—in the 
hamlet of Lanesville.


It appears 214 would need to be 
rerouted around it.



Woodland Valley site
The reservoir would be 
constructed on Woodland Valley 
Road, with the dam just past 
where Pantherkill Road goes off to 
the west, and would inundate all of 
Woodland Valley up to where the 
road dog-legs west.


It is unclear from the proposal 
whether the road would be rebuilt 
so as to maintain connectivity to 
the Woodland Valley Campground 
and trailheads.



Wittenberg site
The reservoir would be 
constructed on Moonhaw Road, 
and would inundate many of the 
homes along that road.


It is a dead-end road, so no road 
rebuilding would be required.



Why is this happening?
• NYS Clean Energy Standard passed 2015 means NY aims to be 70% renewable power by 2030


• As we add renewables to our energy grid, the need for energy storage increases—the wind 
doesn’t always blow, the sun doesn’t always shine. 


• Energy storage prevents “peaking” power—at peak demand—from being met by fossil fuels


• Also has the capacity to utilize excess renewable power (say when it’s windy at night)


• 95% of utility-scale energy storage in the U.S. is pumped storage hydro


• DoE “Hydropower Vision Report” of 2016 reported that “Significant potential exists for new 
pumped storage hydropower to meet grid flexibility needs and support increased integration of 
variable generation resources, such as wind and solar.” 


• The 2020 “American Energy Innovation Act” passed in December includes an R&D program 
investing in energy storage innovation, specifically including pumped hydroelectric storage, and 
creating a grants program for demo projects



Energy storage is a growth market

• The U.S. energy storage market was more than a billion dollars as of 2020


• Market value is expected to triple this year alone


• By 2025, energy storage is expected to be a $7.6 billion market annually


Source: Wood Mackenzie Power and Renewables



What environmentalists think: it’s complicated

• https://e360.yale.edu/features/
for_storing_electricity_utilities_are_turning_to_pumped_hydro



Downsides to pumped storage

• It is a net consumer of energy: pumping water up takes more power than it can make going back down


• It is a form of “energy arbitrage:” spending cheap power to make expensive power


• It’s expensive. DOE 2013 study found that “Even over a wide range of possible energy futures, up to 
2020, no energy future was found to bring quantifiable revenues sufficient to cover estimated costs of 
[pumped storage] plant construction.”


• It creates rapid fluctuations of water in the upper reservoir. These “wreak havoc on the ecologically rich 
areas where terrestrial and freshwater ecosystems overlap.”


• While hydropower reduces greenhouse gases from fossil fuels, reservoirs themselves produce 
methane, a particularly harmful greenhouse gas. “Hydropower Vision” acknowledges that there remains 
a lot of research to be done on the issue.


Sources: Electric Power Research Institute: “Quantifying the Value of Hydropower in the Electric Grid”; 
YaleE360, “For Storing Electricity, Utilities are Turning to Pumped Storage”; DoE HVR



We don’t want this but . . .

• It’s important to acknowledge that we understand that infrastructure often involves 
trade-offs between individual rights and the public good


- Almost every pumped storage hydroelectric plant required taking homes and land 
via eminent domain—usually from Native Americans.


- Current NYC reservoir system sacrificed 33 towns, displaced thousands of 
residents


• The question is not “if” we need pumped storage, but where it should be built


• FERC will respond best to comments that show an understanding of the trade-offs 
and suggest that this is not the right place, rather than a simple NIMBY (not in my 
back yard) approach. Give them facts and figures.



Let’s not be this guy

• A lawyer at powerhouse firm Skadden Arps tried to stop the NYPA Blenheim/
Gilboa pumped storage project 


• He argued it would be “destructive to the unique scenic beauty of the 
area . . .” and other NIMBY things



He lost.
NYPA’s Blenheim-Gilboa 
pumped storage plant in 
the northern Catskills 
currently generates 
about 1160 MW of 
electricity. Its visitor 
center is a great place to 
learn about pumped 
storage hydro.



What is the approval process?

The red box shows you 
where we are in the process. 


Link for public comments:


https://ferconline.ferc.gov/
QuickComment.aspx 

Comments also can be mailed to:  

Kimberly D. Bose 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, 
888 First St. NE Room 1A 
Washington, D.C. 20426.  

https://ferconline.ferc.gov/QuickComment.aspx
https://ferconline.ferc.gov/QuickComment.aspx
https://ferconline.ferc.gov/QuickComment.aspx
https://ferconline.ferc.gov/QuickComment.aspx


If you want to get information from FERC

• Use the FERC project number, P-15056, to access filings at the FERC E-
Library: www.ferc.gov/docs-filing/elibrary.asp


• Sign up for an eSubscription to get notified of all filings for the project: 
www.ferc.gov/docs-filing/esubscription.asp



Submitting comments to FERC

• Always include your name, your address, and the FERC project and sub-
docket number: P-15056:000


• Don’t just say “This is intrusive, don’t do it!”


• Try to offer specific facts and figures to support your claim that Catskills state 
land, and the NYC watershed, are not the right place for a pumped storage 
hydro project.


• DO NOT COPY LANGUAGE. Draft letters in your own voice; things that seem 
copied are less convincing to FERC.


• COMMENTS ARE DUE BY APRIL 12



Talking points

• Premium Energy proposal is not the kind of innovation DoE wants (this is a very 
nerdy point for folks who want to nerd out about hydropower.)


• Impacts on highly preserved land and stream ecology


• Impacts to NYC water supply


• Impacts on Catskills tourism economy


• Impacts on historical/cultural artifacts in your specific valley


• Impacts on protected species in your specific valley


• Impacts on residents (note this is last—it is not what FERC cares about)



This proposal is not what DOE wants: closed-loop
• Closed-loop projects are considered to have smaller 

environmental impact and are thus eligible for 
streamlined FERC approval; that’s why Premium is 
claiming to be “closed-loop.”


• Projects where an upper reservoir is added to an 
existing lower reservoir are known as “add-on” projects; 
that’s what this really is. They are lying.


• “Initial construction impacts” for these projects are 
lower, but “operational impacts are still likely to be 
higher than for a closed-loop project because the add-
on project’s lower reservoir is still continuously 
connected to, and may affect, the natural flowing water 
feature that was dammed for its original construction.”


Source: DoE: “A Comparison of the Env. Effects of Open-
Loop and Closed-Loop Pumped Storage Hydropower.” 
April 2020



Impacts on highly preserved land

• The Catskills Forest Preserve created in 1885 in Ulster County


• Under Article XIV of the NYS Constitution, the lands “shall be forever kept as wild forest lands. 
They shall not be leased, sold or exchanged, or be taken by any corporation, public or private.”


• The Preserve is 700,000 acres of continuous wildlife habitat in an increasingly fragmented 
environment; the forest around the proposed sites ranks among the top 1% of forest habitats 
region-wide according to the New York State Forest Condition Index.


• All proposed reservoirs fall within Audubon’s Catskill Peaks Important Bird Area: see https://
www.audubon.org/important-bird-areas/catskills-peaks-area


• KEY POINT: as a State Forest Preserve, the Catskills are considered Status 1 land under USGS 
“Gap Analysis Program.” According to the Dept. of Energy’s own Hydropower Vision, “areas with 
formal protections designated as Status 1 or 2 under the USGS Gap Analysis Program are avoided 
for development.”



Change in the State Forest Preserve is rare

• Changes to land management in the State Forest Preserves must be passed 
by constitutional amendment, voted on by two consecutive sessions in the 
state legislature, then submitted to the public in a referendum


• As of 1999, more than 2000 amendments had been proposed. Only 29 made 
it to the referendum stage, and 20 of those passed.


Source: The Catskill Park: Inside the Blue Line



Impacts on stream ecology

• Pumped storage upper reservoirs are subject to rapid fluctuations of water 
which wreak havoc on both aquatic and land habitats


• Altering the sediment regime in tributaries to the Esopus will alter the 
sediment regime in the Esopus, one of the Catskills’ most vital trout waters 
and part of the NYC water supply


• Valuable trout breeding habitat would be lost



Impacts on the Catskill/Delaware Water Supply

• Provides 90% of NYC’s water, a water supply that provides 1 billion gallons a 
day to 9.5 million people


• The largest unfiltered water supply in the nation, built at the cost of displacing 
25 communities


• Likely NYC’s most valuable capital asset, representing billions of dollars of 
investment; $1.7 billion since the 1990s alone


• Meets current NYC needs, but climate change produces uncertainty about its 
future ability to do so: evaporation, heat events, and decreasing snowpack


Source: DEP



The Ashokan Reservoir is central to NYC’s water

• The Catskill Water Supply (40% of NYC’s water) comprises the Ashokan and 
Scoharie Reservoirs


• Scoharie Reservoir feeds into the Ashokan Reservoir via the Shandaken 
Tunnel and Esopus Creek


• Thus 40% of the NYC water supply passes through the Ashokan


• The pumped storage project is likely to increase the turbidity in the Ashokan, 
which would decrease the quality of NYC water



Catskills tourism

• Tourism is an integral part of the NYS economy and continues to grow


• Tourism generated 17% of employment in the Catskill region in 2019


• A $1.6 billion industry in the region, supporting roughly 20,000 jobs


• Ulster County represents 43% of that market


• Second homes generate $360 million in economic activity


Source: Tourism Economics, “Economic Impact of Tourism in NY, 2019”



Impacts on tourism

• The historic Woodland Valley campground, built by the Civilian Conservation Corps in the early 
1930s, is one of the state’s oldest campgrounds; the caretaker’s cabin is listed in Ulster County 
NY: The Architectural History and Guide


• According to the DEC’s most recent Unit Management Plan (1994), the campground has 70 
campsites and is used by over 5400 campers and at least 2600 day use visitors annually


• Serves as the trailhead for two of the area’s most popular trails, the Slide-Wittenberg trail and the 
Woodland Valley-Denning trail


• Woodland Valley Creek is a popular fishing destination, containing cutlips minnow, blacknose 
dace, longnose dace, sculpin, brook trout, brown trout, rainbow trout, and white sucker


Source: DEC: Woodland Valley Campground Unit Management Plan

Woodland Valley



Impacts on tourism

• Are there popular trailheads that would be affected?


• Are there fishing destinations that would be affected?

Olive and Stony Clove



Impacts on historic/cultural artifacts

• Two historic structures listed in “Uster County NY Architectural History and 
Guide” are in the proposed inundation area


• William L. Beach House, built 1852, occupied by landscape painter Thomas 
Craig (1849-1925)


• The Roxmor Inn, built 1914-15, visited by John Burroughs, currently 
applying for listing in the National Register of Historic Places


• Woodland Community Association?


• Larkin Farm?

Woodland Valley



Impacts on historic/cultural artifacts

• Lily-of-the-Valley in Olive?


• Possible archaeological sites?

Olive and Stony Clove



Impacts on protected species

• Bog orchid—currently exploring


• Woodland Valley Creek is trout waters and trout spawning habitat


• Audubon Catkills Peaks Important Bird Area


• Other possible protected species to come

Woodland Valley



Impacts on protected species

• The protected Three Birds Orchid is present at the end of Maltby Hollow Creek and both sides of the 
upper Dry Brook; these sites are registered in the Biological and Conservation Database for North 
America


• Audubon Catkills Peaks Important Bird Area


• Summer foraging habitat for NY-threatened northern long-eared bat


• Habitat for NY-Species of Greatest Conservation Need, such as black-throated blue warbler, scarlet 
tanager, and wood thrush, as well as NY-Special Concern raptors Cooper’s hawk, red-shouldered hawk, 
and sharp-shinned hawk


• Habitat for NY-Special Concern eastern hognose snake and NY-Threatened timber rattlesnake 


• Maltby Hollow Creek and Wittenberg Brook are both trout waters and trout spawning habitat


Source: Town of Olive CAC: Summary of Environmental Impacts of Proposed PSHE Plant


Olive



Impacts on protected species

• Audubon Catkills Peaks Important Bird Area


• Are there protected/threatened plant and animal species that would be 
affected

Stony Clove


