
It’s really just a tax on customers . . . and if you want to tax customers to do favors for 
friends, be honest about it.

That’s what Nora Mead Brownell, a former member of the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission, or FERC, under George W. Bush, said about Energy Secretary Rick Perry’s 
scheme to make utility customers subsidize aging, dirty, dangerous, and uneconomical coal 
and nuclear plants to keep them running.  

She’s right. 

FERC data compiled by EWG show why the Trump administration’s friends in the coal and 
nuclear industries are desperate for a ratepayer bailout: Their plants are losing billions of dollars, 
and without subsidies to make them competitive with renewable energy and natural gas, utilities 
are proposing to close 75 coal and nuclear facilities in just three short years. 

At the United Nations global warming conference Nov. 6 through 17 in Bonn, Germany, the 
Trump administration will promote coal, nuclear energy and natural gas as an answer to 
climate change, The New York Times reported. That’s sure to get a chilly reception, as other 
nations are dismayed that President Trump pulled the U.S. out of the Paris climate agreement. 
The FERC data show that by backing coal and nuclear over solar and wind, the White House is 
not just picking winners and losers, but picking sources that are already proven losers. 

In September, Perry ordered FERC to fast-track consideration of a proposed rule to require regional 
electricity suppliers to buy above-market-rate power from coal and nuclear plants, even when 
cheaper sources are available. FERC has until Dec. 11 to decide whether to adopt the proposed rule. 

Policy analysts at Energy Innovation estimate Perry’s proposal would cost ratepayers up 
to $10.6 billion a year, with 80 to 90 percent going to 10 or fewer utility companies. Among 
beneficiaries would be FirstEnergy of Akron, Ohio, which could get $500 million a year. To avoid 
bankruptcy, FirstEnergy is considering selling 13 struggling coal and nuclear plants. 

In August, the Associated Press obtained a letter to a Trump aide from the CEO of Murray 
Energy, a major FirstEnergy fuel supplier. CEO Robert E. Murray wrote that he was “desperate” for 
Trump to order an emergency—separate from Perry’s proposal to FERC—to bail out FirstEnergy. 
According to Politico, the company and its PAC contributed $200,000 to Trump’s campaign, and 
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https://www.utilitydive.com/news/ex-gop-ferc-regulator-doe-nopr-a-tax-on-customers-to-benefit-murray-fir/509724/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/02/climate/trump-coal-cop23-bonn.html?_r=0
http://thehill.com/opinion/energy-environment/355368-feds-shouldnt-pick-winners-and-losers-in-energy-markets
https://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/09/f37/Notice%20of%20Proposed%20Rulemaking%20.pdf
http://energyinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/20171021_Resilience-NOPR-Cost-Research-Note-FINAL.pdf
https://www.utilitydive.com/news/firstenergy-wont-wait-to-see-if-doe-market-proposal-can-turn-around-its-me/508567/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/3936141-Murray-s-letters-to-Trump-administration.html
https://www.politico.com/story/2017/11/06/trumps-coal-backers-energy-power-rick-perry-244535
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CEO Robert Murray threw an invitation-only fundraiser for Trump in West Virginia. In the letter, 
Murray wrote that he was “desperate” for Trump to order an emergency—separate from Perry’s 
proposal to FERC—to bail out FirstEnergy. 

Murray said a bailout would save 6,500 jobs at his company. The plea was rejected, but shortly 
afterward the Department of Energy asked FERC to move quickly on Perry’s proposal. 

Perry claims the scheme would make the U.S. energy supply more reliable and save jobs. In 
reality, it would do little to strengthen reliability and would slow the remarkable growth of 
renewable energy jobs, which already outnumber jobs in coal mining or nuclear energy. 

Data from FERC’s Office of Energy Projects show the growing dominance of wind and 
solar power in the mix of the nation’s electricity sources and how fracking—despite the 
hidden costs of its harm to the environment and public health—has driven down the price 
of natural gas. The glut of natural gas on the market, increased energy efficiency of homes 
and businesses, and the rapidly declining cost of renewables are inexorably driving coal and 
nuclear plants out of the competitive wholesale market for electricity.

FERC data show that since 2009, solar power capacity has multiplied by more than 89 times, 
and wind power capacity has increased sixfold. In that same period, because of plant closures, 
coal capacity has declined by more than 6 percent and nuclear capacity has remained about 
the same. In terms of generating electricity, look at how renewables and natural gas have 
increased as coal and nuclear have stagnated:

Renewable Energy Growth Outpaces Gas and Coal

Source: EWG, from US Energy Information Administration (Electricity, Supply, Dispositions, Prices and Emissions and 
Electricity Net Generation)
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http://www.post-gazette.com/powersource/companies/2017/10/27/FirstEnergy-will-dump-coal-and-nuclear-regardless-of-what-the-federal-government-does-to-help-CEO-says-Bruce-Mansfield-Murray/stories/201710270155
https://www.ewg.org/release/perry-s-scheme-bail-out-coal-and-nukes-will-boost-utility-bills-not-energy-resiliency-or#.WgDB-BNSzUa
https://www.ewg.org/release/perry-s-scheme-bail-out-coal-and-nukes-will-boost-utility-bills-not-energy-resiliency-or#.WgDB-BNSzUa
https://www.ferc.gov/about/offices/oep.asp
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Natural-Gas/An-Economic-Analysis-of-Fracking.html
https://www.forbes.com/forbes/welcome/?toURL=https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2017/03/02/economics-are-transitioning-america-from-coal-to-clean/&refURL=&referrer=#7b4da53852b3
https://www.eia.gov/outlooks/aeo/data/browser/#/?id=8-AEO2017&cases=ref2017&sourcekey=0
https://www.eia.gov/totalenergy/data/browser/?tbl=T07.02B#/?f=A
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Without a bailout, nuclear and coal will continue to shrink. According to the FERC data, 
utilities proposed by 2020 to close 68 coal units, which supply more than 16,000 megawatts 
of electricity, and seven nuclear units, which supply about 6,500 megawatts. Almost 100 
natural gas units are also expected to close, but new natural gas capacity will continue to 
come online, while the Energy Information Administration projects no new coal plants.

Only one new nuclear reactor, Unit 2 of the Watts Bar plant in Tennessee, has come online in the 
last 20 years, and was almost immediately shut down for repairs. In July, construction of the 
unfinished twin-reactor V.C. Summer plant in South Carolina was cancelled after massive cost 
overruns and building delays. Owners of the two reactors being built at Plant Vogtle in Georgia 
are begging for more federal subsidies to finish the plant. Six reactors have closed since 
2013, several more are slated to close in 2019, and, besides the costly attempt to add two new 
reactors at the Vogtle nuclear power plant, no other reactors are under construction.
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NOTE: Closure of natural gas units will be offset by an unknown number of new units.

Source: EWG, from Energy Infrastructure Update, Office of Energy Projects, FERC

There’s a simple reason for these trends: Solar, wind and natural gas facilities are cheaper 
and easier to build and operate. Operating costs for nuclear and coal-fired plants are soaring 
because they are old and require more maintenance, and new construction or expansion of 
existing plants’ capacity is difficult and time consuming. Below are some examples: 

 1.   Duke Energy Indiana’s Edwardsport coal gasification plant, initially estimated to cost  
 $1.95 billion, ended up at $3.55 billion when it came online in 2013.

 2.   In 2007, completion of Tennessee Valley Authority’s Watts Bar nuclear Unit 2 was 
estimated to cost $2.5 billion. When finished in October 2016, the final cost was $4.4 
billion. Counting the $1.7 billion spent at Watts Bar in the 1980s, before construction was 
suspended, the final cost of the plant was over $6 billion.

https://www.eia.gov/outlooks/aeo/data/browser/#/?id=9-AEO2017&cases=ref2017&sourcekey=0
http://www.latimes.com/business/hiltzik/la-fi-hiltzik-nuclear-shutdown-20170508-story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/31/climate/nuclear-power-project-canceled-in-south-carolina.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/31/business/georgia-vogtle-nuclear-reactors.html
http://www.power-eng.com/articles/slideshow/2016/08/u-s-nuclear-power-plants-already-closed-or-closing.html
http://www.power-eng.com/articles/slideshow/2016/08/u-s-nuclear-power-plants-already-closed-or-closing.html
https://www.ferc.gov/legal/staff-reports/2017/aug-energy-infrastructure.pdf
http://ieefa.org/ieefa-update-kemper-edwardsport-clean-coal-myth/
https://thebulletin.org/watts-bar-unit-2-last-old-reactor-20th-century-cautionary-tale8783


PICKING LOSERS
WHY COAL AND NUCLEAR INTERESTS ARE DESPERATE FOR A RATEPAYER BAILOUT 

 3.   The rebuilding and expansion of Xcel Energy’s Monticello Nuclear Generation Plant in 
Minnesota was estimated to take five years and cost $320 million. But it took nine years, 
cost over $665 million and could top out at $748 million.

Support for Perry’s proposal is virtually nonexistent outside of the coal and nuclear industries. 

Greentech Media reported that even among utilities, FirstEnergy is “one of the lonely voices 
in support of the [proposed] ruling.” By contrast, energy newsletter Platts reported that 
Dynegy’s CEO said Perry would provoke a “subsidy war,” and NRG Energy’s CEO called it 
“a recipe for disaster.” An unprecedented coalition of energy industry associations, from 
the American Council on Renewable Energy to the American Petroleum Institute, filed a 
joint petition of opposition with the Department of Energy, citing a recent DOE report 
“categorically concluding that there is no reliability emergency.”

It’s plain to see why coal and nuclear interests are scrambling to save their dying industries. 
Perry’s scheme could keep them on life support a bit longer. But the market has spoken: The 
competition for America’s energy future is over, and wind, solar and energy efficiency have won. 

http://www.startribune.com/july-9-2014-xcel-management-blamed-for-cost-overruns-at-monticello-nuke-plant/266353511/
https://www.greentechmedia.com/articles/read/behind-the-backlash-to-energy-secretary-rick-perrys-demand-for-coal-nuclear#gs.TM2wcT4
https://www.platts.com/latest-news/electric-power/houston/us-doe-proposal-for-ferc-market-reforms-draws-21137620
https://info.aee.net/hubfs/Joint_Energy_Motion_on_DOE_Letter_NOPR_to_FERC.10.2.17.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/staff-report-secretary-electricity-markets-and-reliability

