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The EPA rolled out draft greenhouse gas regulations for the

electric power sector on June 2, seeking to reduce carbon

emissions by 30% under 2005 levels by 2030. 1  Attention

went straight to how coal was treated. Even when the focus

went beyond fossil fuels, the role of nuclear energy rarely

entered the discussion. But instead, EPA chose to highlight,

in the rollout as well as the proposed rule, the importance of

nuclear energy as part of a carbon reduction strategy that

states should consider as they draft their implementation

plans.  It is clear from EPA’s rule that it believes existing

nuclear plants should continue to be available to provide

cost-e�ective carbon abatement.

The EPA considers nuclear a zero
carbon power source.
The EPA assumes in its greenhouse gas rule that utilities will

keep all nuclear power plants operating through 2030. A

utility’s decision to close a plant in any state would need to be

o�set with further reductions in carbon emissions beyond

what EPA has already calculated it believes states can

reasonably achieve.

In its assumptions about a state’s potential generation mix in

2030, the EPA includes nuclear plants under construction and

excludes plants that have announced they will close. 2  That

means states cannot count plants under construction as extra

progress towards emissions reduction targets (though the

EPA is seeking comment on this). 3  It also means states with

nuclear power plants that are planned to be shuttered, will

have to consider the carbon intensity of the plants that will

make up for the lost power.  This gives states an added

incentive to keep nuclear plants that may be at risk for

closure operating.
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Maintaining nuclear power is a
highly-cost-effective climate
strategy.
The EPA acknowledges the economic rationale for closures of

nuclear plants; reactors at risk of closing—5.7 GW or 6% of

the �eet 4 —are losing up to $6/MWh on produced

electricity. 5  The agency estimates that the cost of keeping

at-risk units online is $12–$17/metric ton CO2 abated. 6

That’s actually highly cost-e�ective. By comparison, EPA

estimates that adding renewable capacity costs $10–

$40/metric ton CO2 avoided. 7  Increasing natural gas

combined cycle power plant utilization rates to 70% costs

$30/metric ton CO2, 8  and implementing demand-side

management programs costs $16-$24/metric ton

CO2. 9  Only coal plant e�ciency improvements, at $6–$12/

metric ton CO2, 10  come more cheaply than nuclear.

The government should adopt
policies that support nuclear energy.
From a climate perspective, it’s cost-e�ective to keep

economically at-risk nuclear reactors online and operating.

For states seeking to lower carbon emissions, it is entirely

rational to craft policies with this in mind. Congress can and

should support states in this endeavor. For example, many

reactors could safely generate more electricity by producing

more heat through a process called uprating. 11  The

government could provide low-interest loans to help utilities

uprate nuclear power plants. 12  The government risk in these

loans would be small, and utilities would be able to service the

debt from their total power sales once the uprating was

complete. The regulatory burden for nuclear plants could also

be reduced to help eliminate unnecessary costs on operators

without compromising safety. 13  The government should also

work more closely with the private sector to educate the

public about the role of nuclear energy, particularly as key

tool in reducing carbon emissions while providing baseload

power. 14



Conclusion: Nuclear energy is a
climate solution.
The EPA’s greenhouse gas rule for existing power plants

seeks to reduce carbon pollution by 30% from its 2005 levels.

This will require a reasonable, but signi�cant shift from fuels

that emit carbon to those, like natural gas and e�ciency, that

emit less or those, like renewables, nuclear, and hydro, that

are zero emissions. As the EPA made explicitly clear in its

proposed rule, policymakers and advocates who support this

goal should embrace every power source that can help the US

achieve this goal. There are a hundred carbon-free nuclear

reactors operating in the United States today. To simply meet

the EPA’s targets, we need to have at least a hundred in 2030

as well.
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