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Another polar vortex, another debate about coal
Benjamin Storrow, E&E News reporter
Published: Friday, February 1, 2019

Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer (D), seen here being briefed on the polar vortex, asked Michiganders to turn down their thermostats to 65
degrees Fahrenheit because of a fire at a gas compressor station. @gretchenwhitmer/Twitter

Nothing prompts a debate about the future of America's electric grid like a polar vortex.

Coal interest groups and the Trump administration have spent the last two years warning that the country faces imminent danger from
a wave of coal plant retirements, saying the fossil fuel remains essential during periods of extreme cold. Natural gas and renewable
energy supporters argue that their resources are more than capable of shouldering the load.

This week's frigid temperatures are sparking another round of debate.

Coal generation in the Midcontinent Independent System Operator's (MISO) 15-state service territory surged to more than half of all
electricity production. A little farther to the east, in the PJM Interconnection, coal was the leading source of power, providing more than
a third of the electricity in the service area stretching from Illinois to Maryland.

Both grid operators issued cold weather alerts but did not report problems with reliability.

Coal supporters celebrated the figures as evidence of the need to preserve America's coal sector.

"You have something that works in the harshest possible environment for people that allows them to live and thrive. Why are you
taking it out?" asked Fred Palmer, a former executive at Peabody Energy and co-founder of the website BurnMoreCoal.com. "The rest
of the world is using more fossil fuels every day, as we sit here and argue about the 'Green New Deal' and put at risk a system that is
the envy of the world."

He predicted that the Trump administration would make a renewed push for financial subsidies for struggling coal plants, even though
the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission rejected an earlier attempt.

Clean energy advocates argued that there's no reason why the makeup of today's electric grid should dictate its future composition. It
makes little sense to maintain expensive coal plants that are seldom needed when the internet and technology enable power
companies to match electricity demand with supply, said Skip Pruss, co-founder of 5 Lakes Energy, a consultancy, who led the
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Michigan Department of Energy under former Gov. Jennifer Granholm (D).

Michigan's power companies have been slow to embrace technology needed to make the transition, he said.

"We're still the caboose on this new energy transition train," Pruss said. "We cannot do that today, but we should be able to do it in five
years."

The Midwest is in many ways the epicenter of the rapid change unfolding in America's power sector, with a series of once-coal-reliant
utilities transitioning away from the carbon-intensive fuel.

Northern Indiana Public Service Co. has pledged to close its coal plants within the decade. Minneapolis-based Xcel Energy Inc. has
committed to decarbonizing by 2050 and slashing its emissions 80 percent by 2030. And American Electric Power, Consumers Energy
and DTE Energy all boast ambitious greenhouse gas reduction targets (Climatewire, Sept. 21, 2018).

The cold weather gripping Illinois, Michigan, Minnesota and Wisconsin underscores the stakes of the change.

"Our committment is to eliminate using coal by 2040," said Brian Wheeler, a spokesman for Consumers Energy, Michigan's second-
largest power company. "We still use coal to help us meet our needs. But when a day like this happens in 2040, we're confident the
energy supply will be available from other sources."

The Jackson, Mich.-based utility drew headlines after it reported a fire at a natural gas compressor station Wednesday. The incident
prompted company executives and Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer (D) to plead with residents to turn down their thermostats to
conserve gas, but it ultimately did not impact electricity generation.

The compressor station serves the utility's customers who use natural gas for heating. Wheeler said it was unclear if the cold was the
cause.

A similar situation unfolded to the west in Minnesota, where Xcel asked its customers on Wednesday to turn their thermostats to 63
degrees. Both utilities had returned to normal service by the end of the day yesterday.

Michigan's largest power company, DTE Energy, did ask customers Wednesday to curtail their electricity consumption, requesting that
consumers refrain from using laundry and dishwashing machines. A DTE spokeswoman said the request was made at MISO's behest,
adding that the company's plants were operating well.

"As we develop our generation transformation plan, our modeling takes into account weather fluctuations. We are still quitting coal by
2040 and building significantly more renewables (double our current capacity by 2022)," Randi Berris, the DTE spokeswoman, said in
an email. "We're focused on the need for a balanced mix of energy generation sources to provide safe and reliable power to our
customers in all kinds of weather."

Utilities throughout the region continue to boast a surplus of electricity generation, analysts said. MISO reported peak demand around
90,000 megawatts during the cold spell, but the Midwestern grid operator reported generating resources of 137,000 MW, noted Travis
Kavulla, director of energy policy at the R Street Institute, a center-right think tank.

The large amount of coal in MISO's generation mix "means at the present time you certainly need some coal to keep MISO running.
Most of the coal that is now running in MISO, however, is doing so because it is economical, and only some part of that is absolutely
necessary for reliability," Kavulla wrote in an email.

The bigger question is whether the system could be operated without coal, he said. "The answer is probably yes, you could keep it
running, but that'd probably require a hell of a lot more gas plants and gas pipelines."

J. Drake Hamilton, science policy director at Fresh Energy, a St. Paul, Minn.-based clean energy group, noted that wind is uniquely
suited to serve power demand during the winter, given that it is one of the breeziest times of year.

Yesterday afternoon, wind was meeting 7 percent of MISO's load, exceeding the 2 percent projected in the North American Electric
Reliability Corp.'s Winter Reliability Assessment.

Midwestern power companies continue to build out their wind resources, Hamilton noted.

The cold weather "gets people's attention," but it's ultimately "a very small blip" in the region's power sector, she said. The transition,
she predicted, will continue unabated.
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