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MYTHS ABOUT COAL-FIRED POWER PLANTS 
 

Myth — an idea or story that is believed by many people but that is not true.  

(Merriam-Webster Dictionary) 

  

Myth … Coal-fired power plants are dirty. 

Since 1970, coal-fired power plants have reduced emissions of three major 

air pollutants — sulfur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), and particulate 

matter (PM) — by 92% per kilowatt-hour of electricity generated. i  This 

means that each kilowatt-hour of electricity generated today by the average 

coal-fired power plant is 92% cleaner than the same kilowatt-hour was some 

four decades ago.  To achieve this reduction, the owners of coal-fired power 

plants had invested a total of $111 billion by the end of 2015 and are expected 

to invest an additional $16 billion by 2018. ii  The coal fleet in each of 28 states 

has invested more than $1 billion for emission controls. iii  The five states with 

the largest investments for emission control technologies are Indiana ($11.8 

billion), Ohio ($9.6 billion), Kentucky ($8.4 billion), West Virginia ($8.2 

billion), and Pennsylvania ($8.1 billion). 

 

Myth … Coal-fired power plants do not use clean coal technology .   

There are 16 clean coal technologies being used today by the U.S. coal fleet.iv   

These include wet and dry scrubbers to reduce SO2 emissions, selective and 

non-selective catalytic reduction to reduce NOx emissions, and electrostatic 

precipitators and fabric filter technology to reduce PM. Every coal-fired 

power plant in the U.S. uses one or more clean coal technologies.v   Also, 

high efficiency coal-fired boilers (such as supercritical and ultra-

supercritical) help to reduce carbon dioxide emissions.  One clean coal 

technology — carbon capture and storage (CCS) — is under development 

but has not been adequately demonstrated yet for widespread use.   
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Myth … Coal-fired power plants are retiring because of low natural 

gas prices. 

The owners of 431 retiring coal-fired electric generating units representing 

70,300 megawatts of capacity (equivalent to the electricity supply of 

California) have attributed these retirements, either whole or in part, to EPA 

regulations. vi   Most of the retirements have been caused by EPA’s Mercury 

and Air Toxics Standards rule, which was projected to cost $10 billion per 

year.vii  In total, EPA regulations were cited by the owners of coal units as 

the cause of 80% of all announced retirements.viii The role of EPA regulations 

in causing coal plant retirements has been cited by plant owners in public 

declarations such as legal filings with public utility commissions and the U.S. 

Securities and Exchange Commission. ix 

 

Myth …The U.S. doesn’t need coal-fired power plants.  

Coal-fired power plants are necessary to maintain electric ity system 

reliability and to help assure that electricity prices are stable and affordable.   
 
Coal-fired power plants provide base-load power.  Base-load refers to 

electricity sources that can operate 24/7.  Base-load power plants provide 

reliable power to maintain a large-scale electrical grid and generally shut 

down only for scheduled maintenance or emergency repairs. x  In addition, 

coal-fired power plants are dispatchable — their electricity output can be 

adjusted as electricity demand rises and falls — and are necessary as backup 

for intermittent (non-dispatchable) electricity sources such as wind and 

solar on cloudy days, at night, and when the wind is not blowing.  Also, coal-

fired power plants provide important spinning and capacity reserve 

capabilities so the grid remains reliable at times when intermittent sources 

are not available.xi   
 
In addition, coal-fired power plants provide seasonal reliability.  During 

winter, natural gas is used preferentially for home heating and, therefore, 

coal (and nuclear power too) must be available to ensure a reliable and 

affordable supply of electricity.  For example, during the 2014 Polar Vortex, 

natural gas was in short supply, and power plants in New England were 

forced to burn expensive jet fuel to meet electricity demand.  During 
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January 2014, peak power prices in New England, New York City, and the 

Mid-Atlantic increased by 400%.xii The North American Electric Reliability 

Corporation (NERC) recently conducted an assessment of the risks to 

reliability caused by increased dependency on natural gas.  NERC concluded 

that “overdependence on a single fuel type  [for example, natural gas] 

increases the risk of … disruptions as experienced during recent extreme 

weather events, like the 2014 Polar Vortex.”xiii 
 
Electricity ratepayers have made substantial investments in coal-fired 

power plants and emission controls (see first myth above).  Shutting down 

these still-productive assets and replacing them with, for example, natural 

gas combined cycle power plants would cost electricity ratepayers some 

$300 billion.xiv   Similarly, replacing the coal fleet with utility-scale solar 

would cost nearly $1 trillion and consume land equivalent in size to either 

the entire state of Maryland or 175 Districts of Columbia.xv 

 

Myth … Pollution from coal-fired power plants causes premature 
mortality. 

Claims that premature mortality is caused by fine PM (PM2.5) emissions 

from power plants are based the supposition that adverse health effects, 

especially premature mortality, are caused even by safe levels of fine PM. 

Basically, safe is assumed to be unsafe in order to support these claims.  

However, ambient concentrations of fine PM that comply with EPA’s 

ambient air quality standards protect segments of the U.S. population (e.g., 

children and the elderly) that may be the most sensitive to the effects of 

certain air pollutants.  Moreover, EPA sets these air quality standards with 

a margin of safety to protect against any unknown or uncertain health 

effects.  

 

Myth … “The Clean Power Plan … takes real action on climate 
change.”    [EPA Fact Sheet on the Clean Power Plan] 

The Clean Power Plan has been stayed by the U.S. Supreme Court because 

of questions about its legality raised by 28 states and many other parties.  

However, even if the Clean Power Plan is upheld by the courts, it would 

reduce CO2 emissions by approximately 375 million tonnes per year, which 
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would mean a reduction in global greenhouse gas emissions of less than 

1%.xvi  Therefore, the Clean Power Plan would have a trivial effect on climate 

change.  For example, global average temperature increase — the driver for 

climate change — would be reduced by an insignificant 0.013 degree (less 

than 1/80th degree) Celsius by the year 2100.  On the other hand, the Clean 

Power Plan could cost more than $20 billion per year.xvii   
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