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Planning – Zoning – Environmental – Permits & Inspections

  PO Box 377                                      Fax:  770-567-2024

              70 Gwyn St., Suite A                    Phone:  770-567-2007

              Zebulon, GA 30295
                                                “Serving Citizens Responsibly”

Case Number:

ERC-17-01



Applicant:

Madden Solar Center, LLC (Ryan Gilchrist)
Owner:


USC Timber Holdings, LLC
Property Location:
Ga. Hwy. 18 West / Nixon Road / North Madden Bridge Road
Land Lot 166; District 9

Tax Map Parcel #032 012
Commission 
District 2 (Commissioner Tim Guy)

District:

Acreage:

1371.0
Current Zoning:
A-R (Agricultural-Residential)
Proposed Zoning:
Same
Code References:
Section 166.03 requires an Environmental Review Committee public hearing for properties considering solar farms.
Section 154.03 lists applicable land uses requiring Environmental Review Committee review.
Section 154.04 (E) specifies points to be considered by the Environmental Review Committee.

Overview:
Recently, we received a solar farm application for a large property off of Ga. Hwy. 18 between Concord and Molena.  The Solar Farm Ordinance, Chapter 166, requires an Environmental Review Committee hearing and report for prospective solar farms.  The proposed solar farm would mainly be located on the Ga. Hwy. 18 side of the specified tract (approximately 600 acres at the road), and not the portion of the property fronting Nixon Road and the portion fronting North Madden Bridge Road.  Per the applicant, the project will have a peak power output of 74.9 megawatts and consist of approximately 304,000 solar panels.  The surrounding area is mainly residential and agricultural.  The main environmental concern for this particular property is the presence of some streams and possible wetlands flowing into adjacent Elkins Creek.
Staff Analysis:  
In accordance with Section 154.04 (E), the Environmental Review Committee should consider the following points in issuing a report to the Board of Commissioners on the subject application:  
(1)
Will the proposed use create excessive noise, dust, odor, smoke, vibration, or similar objectionable or unhealthful pollution to a degree that is detrimental to the quality of life or to a degree which is harmful to life, well-being or property values?


Some dust may be generated during the construction of the solar farm, but the farm will have to conform to its approved erosion and sediment control plan regarding dust, siltation, and runoff.  There will be no odors or smoke emanating from the solar farm, nor any vibrations experienced on the property or on adjacent properties.  As far as noise is concerned, the solar panels themselves make no noise.  The only noise-making devices on the property are the inverters, which control how the solar panels move to absorb the sunlight at various times of the day.  Staff and other County officials have visited several solar farms in Georgia in the past, and have reported that the inverter noise can best be described as similar to the “hum” made by an indoor air conditioner unit.  Per the applicant, the inverters produce 50 db worth of noise at 100 feet, and noise reduction occurs at 6 db per double the distance.  Thus, at 200 feet away, it would be 44db of noise; at 400 feet away, it would be 38 db away and so on.  Truck noise along Highway 18 has always been a factor in the area as well.  The Pike County Solar Farm Ordinance has established minimum setbacks and buffers for solar farm structures to regulate how far they can be from property lines and residences, thereby better controlling the noise factor.  The solar farm would obviously be silent at night.  Panels are planned to be about 12 feet tall.


The farm will produce no regular pollution.  Minor factors to consider are the soldering of the iron on the base of the panels at the time of construction, and the very remote chance of a panel shattering.  The applicant has stated that they will use periodic mowing to curb vegetation around the solar panels, but not use chemical herbicides.
(2)
Are modifications or controls feasible which would eliminate or reduce damage or danger to affected persons or properties, water quality or quantity, the ground water supply, flood protection, water protection, soil erosion protection, air quality, noise pollution or other undesirable effects on the environment?  Are these damages or dangers too great for adequate control?


As stated above, the Pike County Solar Farm Ordinance has established minimum setbacks and buffers for solar farm structures to regulate how far they can be from property lines and residences. The subject property is partially within an S-3 Sensitive Land Groundwater Recharge Area Protection District.  Per the enclosed copy of that Code Section, the restrictions of a Groundwater Recharge Area pertain mainly to septic tanks and fields for residential dwellings, mobile home parks, agricultural waste impoundment sites, above-ground chemical and petroleum storage tanks, storm water infiltration basins, and facilities that handle certain hazardous materials in amounts of 10,000 pounds per day or more.  The solar farm does not fit these categories.  The site plan requirements for the Groundwater Recharge Protection District should be met with the required erosion and sediment control plans submitted for the project.  This project is just outside of the Flint River Intake Watershed, and is about 1.7 miles away from the Reservoir.  However, the project site does not flow into the Reservoir or into the Pike County portion of the Flint River.  The site flows into Elkins Creek, which runs along the southeastern boundary of the subject property, then crosses Highway 109 near Mount Olive Church and eventually runs into Upson County.  There is a City of Zebulon / Elkins Creek Intake Watershed Protection District, but this is north of Highway 18, near the Zebulon city limits and protects the City reservoir; the subject property is not part of that District.  Since the site is not in a Watershed Protection District, the State minimum buffer of 25 feet would apply to all streams on the property.  However, the Board can consider larger buffers (in the interest of proper environmental management), such as the ones provided in the Watershed Protection Districts – a 100 foot undisturbed buffer from stream banks and a 150 foot impervious setback from stream banks.  There are also federal and state standards in place to protect wetland areas.  These areas need to be field verified and located on the erosion and sediment control plans submitted to the County.
(3)
Are public services available to support the project without major expenditures of public funds, thereby degrading other portions of the environment?

The solar farm, if approved, will transmit the generated power from the solar farm via existing transmission lines nearby.  No expenditure of public funds is anticipated.
(4)
Will any natural resource, such as timber land, farm land, water supply, water tables or other resources be reduced or removed from production of from the resource bank to a degree that the public interest in such resource(s) is damaged greater than the economic and social benefits of the project?

Obviously, clearing of trees and grading will occur to make room for the solar panels and other structures.  However, much of the property where the solar farm is planned to be located was already timbered about 2 years ago.  Stream buffers will preserve remaining amounts of trees and other vegetation near the banks of streams.  The southern portion of the property is wooded and will largely stay intact.  Water usage by the solar farm will be minimal at best.  The County would receive significant tax revenue from the solar farm.
Staff Recommendation:  Allowance of operation of solar farm, with undisturbed buffers established for all streams and wetlands on the subject property.
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