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Agenda 
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•Site Overview 
•Concerns 
•What’s being done? 
•Administrative Order on Consent 
•Coal Combustion Residual Rule 
•Settlement Agreements 
•Questions 
 
 

 



Site 
Overview 3 



Geology Overview 
• Part of the Powder River Basin 

• Fort Union Formation 

• Ancient river deposits  

• Complex hydrogeology 
• Separate units 
• Flow paths 

 

4 





6 

Coal 
1000 feet 

Colstrip  
Coal Ash  
Storage –  
Plant Site Area 

Current bottom ash 
deposition only 

Historical fly ash 
deposits 
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2000 feet 

Stage 1 

Stage 2 

Active 
Mining 

Colstrip Coal Ash Storage – Units 1 & 2 Area 

Fly ash deposition only 

Surge 
Pond 
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Paste Colstrip Coal Ash 
Storage – Units  
3 &4 Area 

Fly ash deposition only 

2000 feet 



Concerns 

Solids left over after coal is burned 

• Two forms 

 

Fly Ash (caught by scrubbers) 
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What is coal ash? 

http://www.arthaminerals.com/fly-ash.htm


What is coal ash? 

Bottom Ash (bottom of boiler) 

 

 

• Both are stored in ponds as a slurry 

• About 10% of coal volume burned 
 

10 



What are the concerns? 

• Coal ash contains chemicals or constituents 

• Constituents may dissolve in pond water 

• Pond water seeps into groundwater 

• Groundwater concentrations of “constituents of interest” 
become elevated 

• Background screening levels used for comparison 

• For example: chloride, boron, sulfate, and specific 
conductivity 
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Background 
screening level 
exceedance in 
shallow 
groundwater 

Green: lower 

Purple: medium 

Orange: highest 

12 

600 feet 

Plant Site Area 



Background 
Screening 
Level 
Exceedance 
in Shallow 
Groundwater 
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Units 1 & 2 Area 
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Background 
Screening 
Level 
Exceedance 
in Shallow 
Groundwater 

Units 3 & 4 Area 



What is being done? 
• All active storage ponds now 

lined (clay/bentonite or 
geomembrane) 

• Some ponds have been 
closed 

• Extensive capture systems 

• Capture wells pump 
groundwater back to the 
ponds 

• Dam capture system 
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Colstrip Well Network 

Monitoring and 
Capture Wells 
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Capture Wells 



Administrative Order on Consent Process 

• AOC – Administrative Order 
on Consent 

• Enforcement agreement 
between DEQ and Talen to 
address groundwater 
contamination 

• Effective Date: August 3, 2012 

18 



AOC Process 

•All ash storage and transport 

•Background screening levels 

•Montana water quality standards  

•Where no standards - risk based assessment 

•Adaptive management practices 

•Legal basis in Montana Major Facility Siting Act and 

Water Quality Act 

•Financial assurance 

•Public participation 
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    AOC  Process 
 

Site Characterization – Plant Site complete, Units 1&2 and 
3&4 Reports under review 

Remedy Evaluation – Plant Site and Units 1&2 

Remedy Selection by DEQ 

Risk Assessment and Cleanup Criteria Development –  
Plant Site 
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    AOC  Process 

Facility Closure (ponds, groundwater)  

Maintenance and Monitoring 

Remedy Implementation 

Remedial Design 



 Move of Colstrip AOC process to DEQ Waste 
Management and Remediation 

•From Environmental Management Bureau to Waste 

Management and Remediation – January 2015 

 

•New Project Manager – July 2016 
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Disposal of Coal Combustion Residuals from 
Electric Utilities (CCR Rule) 

• Final Rule Promulgated 4/17/15 
• Non-hazardous waste 
• Self-implementing 



Requirements 

• Structural Integrity 
• Location 
• Liner 
• Operational 
• Groundwater Monitoring 
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CCR Closure Requirements 

• Structural/Location/Liner 

• Groundwater above Federal maximum contaminant 

levels or background 

• Clean close 

• Close in place – dewater & final cap 

• Ponds closed before 10/19/15 not regulated under CCR 

but still under AOC 

• Ponds that don’t receive CCR after 10/19/15 not 

regulated under CCR but still under AOC 
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Federal Settlement Agreement 
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• Associated with air impacts 

• Results in closure of Units 1 & 2 

• DEQ not a party 

• Units 1 & 2 ponds will still be addressed under the AOC 

• As much water as possible will be removed 

• No new water will be added 



Administrative Order on Consent 
Settlement Agreement 
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• Prior to Court ruling, Talen and Earth Justice settled 

• DEQ approved 

• Requires Units 3 & 4 switch to dry stacking by July 1, 2022 

• Likely would have been evaluated 

• Enforceable through Court, not the AOC 

• Additional drying of paste to moisture content of soil 

• Much less water 

• Managed like a landfill 



Dry Stacking 



Dry Stacking 



Questions? 
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