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I. INTRODUCTION  

The Sheridan Hollow Alliance for Renewable Energy (SHARE) is a coalition of individuals, experts, 

organizations, and environmental justice advocates with a common purpose of ensuring that energy needs of 

the Empire State Plaza in Albany, New York are met with renewables rather than fossil fuels burned in 
Sheridan Hollow. 

This report discusses feasible renewable energy alternatives to a fossil fuel microgrid project proposed by the 

New York Power Authority (NYPA) and Office of General Services (OGS). It refutes inaccurate or 

misleading information, and it challenges agencies to think outside the box of a system architecture that 

relies predominately on fracked gas for heat and power. Drawing upon knowledge from allies with expertise 

in the design and retrofit of large scale systems, the document re-envisions the concept of a microgrid within 

a larger network of renewable resources, describing how energy needs can be met during normal operation 

while also ensuring that provisions exist for resiliency during emergencies. As explained in the report, this 

involves converting the Plaza's antiquated steam-based system of heating and cooling to far more efficient 

geothermal and thermal load-sharing technology, as well as the deployment of renewables for electricityð
both locally and outside of the downtown area.  

Significantly, this year the Governor and legislature amended language within the state budget to require the 

use of renewable energy to heat, cool, and power the Empire State Plaza to the extent possible.  This 

document is intended to explore exactly what that meansðindeed all that is, in fact, possible. Moreover, this 

year state climate legislation was enacted to require that New York transition rapidly to renewables, achieve 

carbon-free electricity within twenty years, and dramatically slash greenhouse gas emissions while protecting 

environmental justice communities from harm. Making good on that promise requires a very different 
approach to energy. 

For over a century, Sheridan Hollow has been disproportionately targeted with combustion emissions to 

satisfy the energy needs of government. By rejecting plans that would burn more fossil fuels in Sheridan 

Hollow and instead pursuing the innovative solutions described herein, those impacts can be avoided and the 

capital of New York firmly established as an example of climate leadership for the world. It is our hope that 
this report will help realize that opportunity. 
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II.  BACKGROUND  

A History of Environmental Injustice 

Sheridan Hollow is a low-income community of color 

located in a geographic hollow of downtown Albany, 

approximately one-half mile from the Empire State 

Plaza. Since 1911, the community has been exposed to 

combustion emissions from a steam plant located on 

Sheridan Avenue, originally built to heat the state 

Capitol with high-pressure steam delivered through a 

tunnel underground. Burning coal, oil, and now 

natural gas, the combustion system has been expanded 

over time not only to supply heat for the entire Plaza 

complex, but also to create cold air with steam-driven 

chillers. Today, those chillers are 50 years old. 

Because the facility relies on super-heated steam for 

space heating and for cooling, the plant burns gas 
throughout the year.  

In 1981, a garbage incineration plant known as ANSWERS1 was built next door to supplement steam 

production for the Plaza. Despite numerous reports of health problems within the surrounding community, 

ANSWERS continued to operate until 1994 when black soot from the facility fell on the snow covered lawn 

of the Governor's mansion. Today, several current and former residents of Sheridan Hollow attribute high 

rates of cancer to the exposure of family members to pollution from the facility. While ANSWERS has been 

shuttered for 25 years, the community still suffers from the burning of fossil fuels to create steam for the 

Plaza. Ending environmental injustice requires eliminating this source of pollution.  
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1 ANSWERS is an acronym for Albany New York Solid Waste Energy Recovery System.   

Sheridan Avenue Steam Plant  

ANSWERS Refuse Derived Fuel (RDF) Building 



 

  4  

NYPA's Fossil Fuel Microgrid 

In 2015, the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA) announced creation 

of the New York Prize Community Grid Competition, a program intended to promote and fund the 

development of microgrids. With support of NYPA and OGS, Cogen Power Technologies submitted a 

proposal and feasibility study for converting the shuttered ANSWERS building into a 16 megawatt (MW) 

cogeneration (combined heat and power) plant. The proposal entailed installation of two 8 Megawatt 

TAURUS 70 gas-fired turbines to generate electricity for the Empire State Plaza, along with heat recovery 

units and gas-fired duct burners for the production of hot steam to partially offset boilers in the adjacent 

steam plant. The proposal also included replacement of two outdated 3.25 Megawatt emergency diesel 

generators with a pair of new 3 Megawatt diesel generators, as well as an additional 1 Megawatt "black start" 

diesel generator (used during turbine restart).  

NYPA has touted its microgrid proposal as a resiliency improvement that would allow the Plaza to function 

in an emergency when electricity is lost on the external grid. However, the two gas turbines which are core to 

the project would operate not only during emergencies, but continuouslyð24 hours a day, 7 days a week. As 

such, over 90 percent of the Plaza's electricity, and all of its energy for heating and cooling, would come 

from fossil fuels burned in Sheridan Hollow and delivered to Albany by pipeline from the fracking fields of 
Pennsylvania. Moreover, nearly 50 percent more gas would be burned in the community than today.  

 

Since 1911, the steam tunnel between Sheridan Hollow and government buildings in Albany has been an 

instrument of energy segregation, separating people who reap the benefits of energy from those exposed to 

the pollution it creates. By inextricably tying electricity, heating, and cooling to combustion, NYPA's 
proposal would perpetuate that environmental injustice long into the future. 

The following illustration provides an overview of NYPA's proposed fossil fuel project. 

Taurus 70 Turbine  

(1 of 2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Duct burners not shown 
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NYPA's Proposed Fossil Fuel Microgrid with CHP 

 

Everything outside of the dotted red box above represents existing equipment and facilities. Today 100% of 

electricity serving the Plaza is supplied from the external grid, which includes both fossil fuel and renewable 

sources. Heat for the Plaza comes for hot steam generated by boilers in the Sheridan Avenue Steam Plant 

(SASP) and delivered by underground steam tunnel. This steam is also used to mechanically drive five 

4,500-ton chillers located in the Plaza's Central Air Conditioning Plant (CACP). During a rare loss of power, 

electricity for essential services is provided by two 3.25 MW diesel generators that comprise the Plaza's 
Emergency Power Supply System (EPSS).  

NYPA's proposal would involve the installation of equipment in the ANSWERS building (dotted red box), 

including two 8MW Taurus 70 gas turbines with heat recovery and duct burners, along with a 1MW black 

start diesel generator used during startup. During normal operations, the gas turbines would operate 

continuously to generate 90% of the Plaza's electricity, with the remaining 10% of electricity coming from 

the outside grid. (This essentially shrinks the amount of renewables serving the Plaza to 10% of electricity 

from renewables serving the Plaza today.) Gas turbines and duct burners would partially offset steam 

production at the SASP as shown. NYPA also proposes to replace the two EPSS diesel generators with new 

3MW diesel generators. 
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A Fossil Fuel RFP 

In March 2017, NYPA issued a Request for Proposals (RFP) to bidders on the proposed project and SHARE 

subsequently requested that the document be made public. However, it was only after the New York 

Committee on Open Government upheld SHARE's right to the information that it was released. Unlike a 

typical RFP that provides a certain amount of design flexibility, the bid package from NYPA described a very 

specific project in which individual component parts had already been selected. Additional research revealed 

that the RFP appears to have been copied largely from plans for a cogeneration project designed by AECOM 
for Rikers Island prison. AECOM is also one of only four bidders on the Empire State Plaza microgrid. 

 

Rikers Island Correctional Facility 
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Technical Involvement by SHARE and Project Status 

NYPA has made a number of inaccurate or misleading statements about its proposed gas-fired microgrid, 

both in public meetings and in material posted online. This included a "frequently asked questions" 

document appearing on the agency's website that made dubious claims of efficiency and greenhouse gas 

reduction and dismissed renewables as either infeasible or impractical.2 In response, SHARE prepared a 

detailed critique of that document, along with a letter to the Governor's office and state agencies in February 

2018.3 As a result, NYPA announced that it would put its proposed fossil fuel project on hold and conduct 
"listening sessions" for the purpose of considering renewable options.  

Since then, SHARE and a team of professionals with expertise in the design and retrofit of large-scale 

projects met with NYPA, OGS, and NYSERDA staff to discuss solutions including geothermal technology, 

thermal load sharing, and electricity generation from renewables within and outside of the proposed 

microgrid. As reported in a subsequent letter to the Governor, that meeting proved with startling clarity that 

the electricity, heating, and cooling system of the Empire State Plaza can in fact be redesigned as a 

renewable energy project without CHP.4 Those solutions are described in Section VI of this report in the 

context of a microgrid architecture that provides resiliency while supporting a full transition to renewable 

energy for normal operation. SHARE has also met with legislators, agency heads, organizations, and 
community groups as part of its ongoing outreach work. 

The New York legislature and Governor have weighed in as well. During 

the 2018 legislative session, members of the Assembly and Senate 

cosigned letters in support of a renewable solution for the Empire State 

Plaza. Then in 2019, the legislature and Governor amended the state 

budget to remove the explicit authorization of a CHP cogeneration plant in 

Sheridan Hollow, instead allocating funds for a project that "to the extent 

possible" can meet heating, cooling, and electricity needs of the Plaza with 

renewable energy. SHARE sees these as steps in the right direction. The 

ball is now in NYPA's court to embrace this mandate by earnestly 
pursuing a project that is very different from its original proposal. 

SHARE appreciates that plans for a fossil fuel project have been put on hold and that the legislature is now 

calling for the maximum use of renewables. However, we believe that a full evaluation of what is feasible 

requires more comprehensive engagement (and appropriate access to relevant information) by professionals 

with experience in the conversion of large-scale systems. Accordingly, SHARE suggested in its February 

2018 letter to the Governor that NYPA issue a new renewable Request for Proposals (RFP) that would allow 

the best and most experienced experts from industry to submit detailed concepts for meeting the full 

spectrum of energy needs for the Plaza with renewable technology. We still maintain that a Request for 
Proposals (or Request for Information) should be issued. 

                                                           
2 See Empire State Plaza Combined Heat and Power and Microgrid ProjectðRepurposing Existing Facilities with 

Cleaner, More Efficient Technology https://www.nypa.gov/innovation/initiatives/rev/empire-state-plaza-microgrid   

Citations to the document in this report refer to latest version, dated 12/6/2017. 
3 Letter to Governor Cuomo dated February 6, 2018 and critique titled Response to NYPA's Answers to Frequently 

Asked Questions on Albany's Proposed Microgrid with attachments: http://sharealbany.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/07/SHARE-letter-to-Cuomo-with-critique-and-attachments_2-6-18.pdf 
4 Letter to Governor Cuomo dated May 31, 2018, Renewable Plan for the Empire State Plaza: 
http://sharealbany.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/SHARE-letter-to-Cuomo-after-NYPA-meeting-5-31-18.pdf 

http://sharealbany.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/SHARE-letter-to-Cuomo-with-critique-and-attachments_2-6-18.pdf
http://sharealbany.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/SHARE-letter-to-Cuomo-with-critique-and-attachments_2-6-18.pdf
http://sharealbany.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/SHARE-letter-to-Cuomo-after-NYPA-meeting-5-31-18.pdf
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III.  A FLAWED PROPOSAL  

The following discusses various flaws with the gas-fired microgrid that had been proposed by NYPA, 

elaborating upon SHARE's 2018 response to information contained in the agency's "frequently asked 
questions" document. 

Misplaced Affinity for Natural Gas  

NYPA has stated that its proposed project would be powered by "clean-burning" natural gas, a misleading 

characterization frequently repeated by the fossil fuel industry. Gas produces less combustion emissions per 

unit of energy than other fossil fuels, but this is only half the story. The main ingredient of natural gas, 

methane, is 86 times more potent as a driver of climate change than carbon dioxide over twenty yearsðthe 

timeframe in which scientists warn that dramatic cuts in fossil fuel consumption are needed. Moreover, 

methane leakage occurs throughout the course of extraction, processing, and transport. When total lifecycle 

emissions of methane from well to point of combustion are taken into account, gas has a carbon footprint that 
is just as big as, or bigger than, coal. Natural gas is not a bridge fuel. It is a gangplank to climate disaster. 

As with all fossil fuels, natural gas also creates pollutants hazardous to human health, like carbon monoxide, 

nitrogen oxides, formaldehyde, and particulate matter. Moreover, the primary process by which natural gas is 

extracted from the earth todayðhigh volume hydraulic fracturingðhas significant, adverse environmental 

and public health impacts. This is why fracking was prohibited in New York. It does not reflect well on the 

state that banned fracking if the vision of energy for the future of its own capital is fracked gas.  

Inaccurate Claims of Efficiency and Greenhouse Gas Reduction 

NYPA's claims of greenhouse gas reduction have hinged upon two assertions: (1) that its proposed project 

would meet energy needs of the Plaza much more efficiently than the present case; and (2) that the project 
would displace gas consumed elsewhere, thus resulting in less net emissions. Both assertions are flawed. 

In its FAQ document and material online, NYPA stated 

that its proposal would improve efficiency by 30 percent, 

using an illustration (at right) which makes a generalized 

comparison between CHP and a scenario in which a power 

plant and boiler generate electricity and heat separately. 

However, no information has been provided to 

demonstrate that a 30 percent efficiency gain would be 

achieved for the particular proposal in Albany. On its face, 

the illustration is an invalid comparison because boilers in 

the existing steam plant would not be entirely eliminated.5 

The continued use of boilers at the steam plant (in addition 

to the firing of supplemental duct burners within CHP heat 
recovery units) represents "heat without power".  

                                                           
5 According to NYPA's project overview presentation (Nov 7, 2017 and Jan 3, 2018), boilers in the steam plant would 

still be needed to produce 30 percent of steam required by the Plaza, which is significant. The project feasibility study 

also suggests that unused boilers will be maintained in a hot standby mode, which requires combustion. In addition, the 

proposed gas turbines would be equipped with duct burners to ensure temperatures sufficient for steam production.  

Unsupported claim of 30% efficiency gain 
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Furthermore, according to NYPA, future 

project phases could involve extending 

electricity generated from the burning of gas 

in Sheridan Hollow to additional buildings 

that are not connected to the steam 

distribution network. These additional 

electrical loads, including the Times Union 

Center, 112 State Street, Courthouse, City 

Hall, and several other large buildings 

outside of the Plaza complex, would 

represent approximately 30,000 Megawatt-

hours of "power without heat."  

 

 

Beyond these basic mischaracterizations of the proposal, NYPA failed to properly consider how electricity is 

actually generated on the grid today. According to the agency, "removing the Plaza load from the statewide 

electrical system will result in a reduction in the electricity generated by inefficient gas and oil fired power 

plants that currently operate to serve the marginal loads in the state."6 However, this confuses the functional 

difference between baseload generators and less efficient "peaker" plants. The fact that the proposed project 

would produce only 16MW of power does not mean that customers receiving that power are "marginal 

loads." As proposed, the turbines in NYPA's microgrid would operate continuouslyðnot intermittently, only 

in times of peak demand, or just during emergencies. Thus any comparison of technology must be for 
baseload generation. 

Significantly, almost all grid-based fossil fuel generators that provide baseload power in New York 

(including the nearby Bethlehem power plant and other grid-based generators within electricity Zone F) are 

combined-cycle facilities that employ a secondary steam-turbine generator to augment electricity production. 

This means that exhaust heat is not wasted todayðit is used to produce additional electricity, creating more 
kilowatt-hours of energy and less greenhouse gas emissions per unit of gas.  

 

 

  

                                                           
6 NYPA FAQ 12-6-17, page 2. 

Steam corridor and  

proposed microgrid network  

 

 

 

Combined-cycle power plant 

with heat recovery 
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On the other hand, electricity generated internal to the proposed Albany microgrid would not be combined 

cycle. By using turbine exhaust to instead heat the Plaza, the proposed project would forego more efficient 

electricity generation. When this trade-off between the use of exhaust heat for electricity or space heating is 

considered, NYPA's prior claims of efficiency and greenhouse gas reduction diminish significantly.  

The consequence of this mistake is seen in information 

obtained from the project's original RFP.7 NYPA used a 

"non-baseload" rate of 1228.56 pounds of CO2 per 

MWh to represent current conditions for grid-delivered 

electricity. However, this rate is characteristic of an 

inefficient, simple-cycle peaker plant that wastes 

exhaust heat. The Empire State Plaza and other 

buildings in Albany do not receive most of their 

electricity from peaker plants. (They obtain electricity 

from peakers only during peak load conditions.) As 

with other loads in Zone F, almost all of the fossil fuel 

electricity received by the Empire State Plaza is sourced 

by combined-cycle generators, like the nearby 
Bethlehem Energy Center.  

Applying an exaggerated rate, NYPA improperly concludes that the proposed microgrid would result in 

statewide greenhouse gas emissions attributable to the project falling by 18 percent, the equivalent of 5000 

cars removed from the road. If this is corrected using a combined-cycle baseload rate for grid-delivered 

electricity of 828 pounds of CO2 per MWh (which corresponds to Bethlehem Energy Center), net 

greenhouse gas emissions drop by only about 4.5 percent. See the figure on the next page depicting 

corrections to NYPA's calculations appearing in Appendix 4A of the proposed microgrid RFP. This scenario 

is made even worse if buildings not connected to the steam distribution system are added to the microgrid, 

because those additional loads would receive simple-cycle electricity generated inefficiently without cogen 

heat. Significantly, the data in Appendix 4A of the RFP also indicate that the amount of gas burned within 

Sheridan Hollow itself would actually increase by about 46 percent. NYPA's emission calculations contain 

other discrepancies as well. For example, the RFP's summary of greenhouse gas reduction provides an 

estimate of CO2 emissions from natural gas burned on site that is less than its inventory of expected 

emissions from the turbines, duct burners, and boilers, or even the turbines and duct burners alone.8  

These figures further expose NYPA's dubious reference to a 30 percent efficiency gain. Claims of efficiency 

are meaningless unless they translate to a meaningful reduction in fuel consumption and greenhouse gas 

emissions. Decades ago when electricity was generated on the grid primarily by coal or gas-fired boiler 
systems, NYPA's project might have represented a notable efficiency improvement. Today it does not. 

                                                           
7 Specification for Sheridan Avenue CHP Project: Engineering, Procurement and Construction Request for Proposals 

Bid PackageðVolume 1 Technical Requirements, March 2017"; see Appendix 4A "CHP Emissions Reduction 

Calculation Summary." 
8 Appendix 4A states that 114,210 US Tons of CO2 would be produced annually from the burning of natural gas in the 

proposed case. However, Appendix 4B "Emissions Inventory" states that the expected actual emissions from proposed 

new equipment (turbines and duct burners) would be 128,401 US Tons of CO2 (page 692). Appendix 4B predicts that 

existing equipment would produce 18,829 US Tons of CO2 per year, based on boilers operating 500 hours annually and 

emergency generators operating 100 hours annually (page 690). NYPA does not provide analysis to show that existing 

burners would operate 500 hours annually and how this correlates to fuel use in Appendix 4B.  

750 MW Bethlehem Energy Center 

combined-cycle power plant  
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Corrections to NYPA Estimate of CHP Carbon Savings9 

Specification for Sheridan Avenue CHP Project: Engineering, Procurement and Construction Request for 

Proposals Bid PackageðVolume 1 Technical Requirements, Appendix 4A 

 

 

  

                                                           
9 In 2016, Bethlehem Energy Center produced 1,953,191 metric tons of CO2 and 5,202,357 MWh of electricity, 

according to EIA and EPA respectively. 

https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data/browser/#/plant/2539?freq=A&ctype=linechart&ltype=pin&pin=&map 

https://ghgdata.epa.gov/ghgp/service/facilityDetail/2016?id=1000777&ds=E&et=&popup=true 

This corresponds to 0.381 metric tons of CO2/MWh, which is equivalent to 0.414 US Tons of CO2/MWh or 828 pounds 

of CO2/MWh. Substituting this for NYPA's invalid "non-baseload" value of 1228.56 pounds/MWh shown in Appendix 

4A of the project's RFP causes the amount of CO2 produced from grid-delivered electricity to be significantly lower 

than calculated by NYPA in the existing case. This causes total CO2 emissions to be 124,084 US Tons annually in the 

existing case and 118,562 US Tons annually in the proposed caseða difference of only 5522 US Tons, which is much 

lower than NYPA's calculated value of 25,642 US Tons. This corresponds to a relative reduction of only 4.5 percent, 

rather than 18 percent claimed by NYPA. In addition, the total amount of natural gas burned in Sheridan Hollow itself 

would increase by 114,210 - 78,140 = 36,070 MMBtu, or about 46 percent. 

 

https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data/browser/#/plant/2539?freq=A&ctype=linechart&ltype=pin&pin=&map
https://ghgdata.epa.gov/ghgp/service/facilityDetail/2016?id=1000777&ds=E&et=&popup=true

