
ARE COAL AND NUCLEAR PLANT RETIREMENTS 
THREATENING GRID RELIABILITY AND RESILIENCE?

With the increasing role of renewables, par  cularly 
wind and solar, in providing genera  on on the 
na  on’s electric grid, there is concern among some 
that not enough a  en  on is being paid to the 
con  nuing role of tradi  onal baseload genera  on, 
primarily coal and nuclear, in ensuring the reliability 
and resilience of the grid.

For some, the terms “reliability” and “resilience” 
seem interchangeable, and even stakeholders 
admit that the industry lacks specifi c agreed-upon 
defi ni  ons and metrics for the terms. 

However, the North American Electric Reliability 
Corpora  on (NERC), has been defi ning “reliability” 
as a combina  on of suffi  cient resources to meet 
demand (adequacy) and the ability to withstand 
disturbances (security). Most commonly, 
“reliability” is measured in terms of system average 
dura  on and frequency of outages (SAIDI and SAIFI).

“Resilience,” on the other hand, includes reliability, 
but also encompasses consequences to the 
electricity system and other cri  cal infrastructure 
resul  ng from increasingly likely high-impact 
external events. While “reliability” measures 
o  en make excep  ons for such external events, 
“resilience” is o  en viewed as a grid a  ribute that 
improves the response to such events.

Concern for the con  nuing role of coal and 
nuclear in ensuring both reliability and resilience 
is strongly apparent among the new leadership of 
the Department of Energy (DOE), and that interest 
is causing somewhat of an upheaval in the industry, 
as well as growing controversy among a number of 
stakeholders in the industry, par  cularly those who 
support the con  nued growth of renewables.

It began on April 14, 2017, when Energy Secretary 
Rick Perry issued a memorandum to his staff  
reques  ng a study to examine electricity markets 
and reliability. 

The resul  ng report, issued in August 2017, and 
 tled, “Staff  Report to the Secretary on Electricity 

Markets and Reliability,” not only evaluated the 
current status of the electricity system, but also 
focused on what would be required to “help ensure 
a system that is reliable, resilient, and aff ordable 
long into the future.”

One of the objec  ves of the report was to 
determine “whether wholesale energy and capacity 
markets are adequately compensa  ng a  ributes 
such as on-site fuel supply and other factors that 
determine grid resilience, and, if not, the extent to 
which this could aff ect grid reliability and resilience 
in the future.”

The report cited data from the Second Installment 
of DOE’s Quadrennial Energy Review, no  ng that the 
U.S. has about 7,700 opera  ng power plants that 
generate electricity from a variety of primary energy 
sources, 707,000 miles of high-voltage transmission 
lines, 55,800 substa  ons, 3,354 distribu  on u  li  es 
delivering electricity to 148.6 million customers, 6.5 
million miles of local distribu  on lines, and over one 
million roo  op solar installa  ons.

Following publica  on of the report, Secretary 
Perry formally proposed that the Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission (FERC) take “swi   ac  on” 
to address threats to U.S. electrical grid resiliency. 
He urged FERC to issue a fi nal rule requiring its 
organized markets to “develop and implement 
reforms that would fully price genera  on resources 
necessary to maintain the reliability and resiliency 
of our na  on’s grid.”

Secretary Perry noted that, “A diverse mix of power 
genera  on resources, including those with on-
site reserves, is essen  al to the reliable delivery 
of electricity, par  cularly in  mes of supply stress 
such as recent natural disasters. My proposal will 
strengthen American energy security by ensuring 
adequate reserve resource supply, and I look 
forward to the Commission [FERC] ac  ng swi  ly on 
it.” He added, “The Commission needs to act swi  ly 
to ensure that the resilience a  ributes of electrical 
genera  on from facili  es with on-site fuel supplies 
are fully valued.”

He con  nued, “It is apparent that in today’s 
compe   ve markets, certain regula  ons and 
subsidies are having a large impact on the 
func  oning of markets, and thereby challenging 
our power genera  on mix. It is important for policy 
makers to consider their intended and unintended 
eff ects. Federal and State policy makers must 
con  nue to work together in close consulta  on to 
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address these important issues that have a deep 
impact on grid reliability and resilience.” He also 
noted that, “We must u  lize the most eff ec  ve 
combina  on of energy resources with an ‘all of 
the above’ approach to achieve long-term, reliable 
American energy security.”

There has been some backlash to Secretary Perry’s 
direc  ve. For one thing, some cri  cs noted, while 
the report did not fi nd a clear link between re  ring 
coal and nuclear power plants and reduced grid 
reliability, the DOE is asking FERC to presume that 
this is the case, and create a rule that could provide 
coal and nuclear plants with addi  onal fi nancial 
support, possibly at the expense of natural gas, solar, 
wind, and other alterna  ve energy sources.

Secretary Perry’s No  ce of Proposed Rulemaking 
(NOPR), released September 28, proposed new 
regula  ons that would require ISOs and RTOs to 
amend their tariff s to provide specifi c rates for “grid 
reliability and resilience resources” for the purchase 
of electric energy from these resources and the 
recovery of costs and a return on equity for those 
resources dispatched during grid opera  ons.

Secretary Perry asked FERC to respond to his NOPR 
within 60 days, which some considered to be too 
short a period of  me, in that it would provide li  le 
 me for stakeholder par  cipa  on in the process.

On October 4, a wri  en FERC announcement stated 
that it was “no  fying all interested par  es that ini  al 
comments are due on or before October 23, 2017, 
and reply comments due on or before November 7, 
2017.”

A number of energy industry associa  ons noted 
that this NOPR is “one of the most signifi cant energy 
industry proposed rules in decades,” and, given 
its importance, they requested that FERC provide 
at least 90 days for ini  al comments, aff ord an 
addi  onal 45 days for reply comments, and convene 
a technical conference before the comment deadline 
in order to allow aff ected par  es the opportunity 
to be  er understand key aspects of the proposed 
regula  ons. FERC did not honor these requests.

One early response to FERC’s request for comment 
was from the Sierra Club, which noted that 
the Federal Power Act “clearly states that FERC 

cannot favor one energy source over others in its 
rulemakings.”

Comments from NERC came in on the deadline - 
October 23. In part, NERC noted that, “Reliable and 
resilient opera  on of the BPS [Bulk Power System] 
requires a balanced por  olio of diverse genera  on 
resources that provide adequate capacity and 
essen  al reliability services to meet consumer needs 
and support the system. The right combina  on 
and amount of resources and transmission 
together maintain adequacy of the system.” And, 
a par  cularly important statement: “The changing 
resource mix is altering this combina  on, infl uencing 
the opera  onal characteris  cs of the grid and 
challenging reliable system planning and opera  on.”

S  ll, NERC added, while the changing resource 
mix is challenging system planning, “resource 
diversity improves resilience. The reliability benefi ts 
provided by resource diversity can be even greater 
when policies and market rules recognize the 
value provided by essen  al reliability services and 
support greater fuel assurance by encouraging fi rm 
transporta  on, mul  ple pipeline connec  ons, and 
dual-fuel capacity. Recognizing the reliability benefi ts 
provided by all genera  on should help ensure that 
the genera  on resource mix con  nues to evolve in a 
manner that avoids crea  ng risk to reliability of the 
BPS.”

NERC noted that coal and nuclear genera  on serve 
a cri  cal reliability func  on within the diverse 
resource mix “by providing secure capacity to serve 
fi rm load and support reliability and resilience of 
the BPS.” It added, “NERC is con  nuing to study the 
reliability implica  ons of coal and nuclear genera  on 
re  rements and the changing resource mix.” And, 
another important statement: “While NERC has not 
iden  fi ed an immediate or near-term emergency 
related to such re  rements, NERC assessments 
demonstrate that the ongoing trend reduces system 
fl exibility to respond to events and may aff ect 
reliability, increasing risk to the BPS.”

NERC summarized its assessment of the impact of 
the current genera  on mix on grid reliability and 
resilience by no  ng, “Coal and nuclear genera  on 
support reliability by providing dependable capacity, 
substan  al essen  al reliability services in the form of 
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iner  a and voltage control, and fuel security. These reliability a  ributes balance the variable characteris  cs of 
non-synchronous variable energy sources and the fuel sensi  vity of both non-synchronous and natural gas-fi red 
resources. Non-synchronous and gas-fi red resources also present reliability benefi ts, such as resource diversity, 
capacity, and the essen  al reliability services they can provide. Together, these resources support reliable and 
resilient opera  on of the BPS. The Commission [FERC] should con  nue to pursue policies that recognize the 
reliability a  ributes of all resources, and fi nd opportuni  es to enhance these a  ributes as discussed herein.”

The next step? During a November 28 interview with the media, new FERC Chairman Neil Cha  erjee, while 
providing no specifi c informa  on on what FERC’s NOPR (iden  fi ed as RM18-1) will contain as it relates to what 
it plans to propose to stave off  the premature re  rements of coal and nuclear baseload genera  on, emphasized 
that FERC does plan to meet DOE’s December 11 statutory deadline for ac  on on RM18-1 “in a legally defensible 
manner that does not distort wholesale power markets.” 

And, in order to avoid what he deemed to be “severe” consequences of learning that certain genera  on 
a  ributes are vital to grid reliability and resilience a  er plants with those characteris  cs are re  red, Cha  erjee 
reported that there will be an interim step designed to keep struggling coal and nuclear genera  on units afl oat 
while FERC completes a longer-term analysis of baseload genera  on and pricing resilience in the wholesale 
power markets.
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