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The Nation’s Coal Fleet Is Critically Important

As the nation responds to the COVID-19 pandemic, questions have been raised
about which industries are so essential that they should continue to operate. To
help answer these questions, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has
developed a list of “essential critical infrastructure” that identifies the industries
necessary to support public health and safety, as well as economic and national
security. DHS identified the energy sector as “uniquely critical” and listed the
nation’s coal fleet and its supply chain—coal production, rail and barge
transportation, and equipment suppliers—as critical infrastructure because they are
an essential part of the energy sector which supports all other critical sectors.!

Even before the COVID-19 crisis, the nation’s fleet of coal-fired power plants and its
supply chain were essential because they—

« Help to assure the electricity grid is both reliable and resilient,

. Provide fuel security,

« Serve as an insurance policy against electricity shortages and price spikes,
. Produce affordable electricity,

« Contribute to fuel diversity, and

« Support national security.

The following are examples that highlight the importance of the coal fleet during a
time of crisis, as well as during the recovery afterward:

« By maintaining a 75-day average stockpile of coal at each power plant, the
coal fleet is one of the nation’s most fuel-secure sources of electricity. Fuel
security is necessary to ensure a reliable and resilient electricity grid./

« A National Security Council memo stated, “... resources that have a secure on-
site fuel supply, including nuclear and coal-fired power plants ... are essential to
support the Nation’s defense facilities, critical energy infrastructure, and other
critical infrastructure.”’

« The Department of Energy’s National Energy Technology Laboratory (NETL)
described coal as being the “most resilient form of [electricity] generation.”

o During winter storms, coal-fired power plants have been disproportionately
important to keeping the lights on while other electricity sources were curtailed.
For example, coal-fired power plants met more than 60 percent of incremental
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https://www.cisa.gov/publication/guidance-essential-critical-infrastructure-workforce

electricity demand during the Bomb Cyclone of 2018, while natural gas, wind,
and solar power were faced with outages.

During this or any other crisis, it is critical to ensure that reliable and resilient supplies
of electricity are available. The coal fleet is one of the nation’s most reliable,
resilient, and fuel-secure sources of electricity. Coal is used to generate electricity in
47 states and, last year, coal provided at least one quarter of the electricity in 19
states.”

Many other electricity sources are intermittent in nature (cannot always produce
electricity when needed) or have fuel supply chains that can be disrupted.Vi
Therefore, it is more important than ever that the nation preserve the coal fleet.

Despite its importance to the nation’s energy sector, more than 40 percent of the
coal fleet has retired or announced plans to retire in the near future. Losing even
more fuel-secure coal-fueled generating units would further jeopardize the ability
of grid operators to supply electricity on a 24/7 basis, especially during less-than-
ideal circumstances.

Just as DHS did, decisionmakers should continue to recognize the coal fleet’s value
in these challenging times.

State specific materials explaining the importance of the coal fleet in a time of
crisis can be found on our website. So far, we have developed papers for:

o Alabama o Missouri

o Colorado o« New Mexico
o lllinois « Pennsylvania
o Indiana «  Wyoming

o Kentucky
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