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A Carnegie Mellon University team looking at carbon
dioxide emissions has found something surprising: The
United States has already met some of the Obama
administration's targets for reducing emissions, even
with the end of the Clean Power Plan and the Trump
administration's withdrawal from the Paris climate
accord.

The Clean Power Plan would have required a 32 percent
drop in CO2 emissions from U.S. power plants between
2005 and 2030. CO2, which is emitted from burning
fossil fuels like oil and coal, is a greenhouse gas and
has been linked to climate change. And while the CPP isn't in effect any longer, the CMU
researchers found it didn't matter: The U.S. reached the 2020 goal for CO2 emissions already
from power plants. The reason: A shale-revolution ignited drop in natural gas prices has
made it cheaper to produce electricity, and there's been a sharp rise in renewables in some
states.

"It's primarily due to natural gas prices and market forces," said Paul Fischbeck, CMU
professor of social and decision sciences and engineering and public policy who co-wrote
the analysis. It only focused on power-plant emissions and not other CO2 sources.

Writing in Environmental Science & Technology, the CMU analysis looking at U.S. Energy
Information Administration data finds CO2 emissions could drop even further if natural gas
prices stay low, although that's not a certainty.
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"This is happening around the country, with the price of natural gas so low because of
fracking, it's hard for other electrical power sources (and) technologies to be competitive,"
Fischbeck said.

Why is this a surprise? Because even seven or eight years ago, this wouldn't have been
expected given the track of power generation. David Rode, a Ph.D. graduate from CMU and
another co-author, said it's an example of the role market forces can play on achieving policy
objectives.

A CMU doctoral candidate, Jeffrey J. Anderson, said the article is based on EIA data but that
the team is working on other projects based on modeling of the nation's power plants.

There are other factors that could play a role in meeting the CPP standards. The team
believes that even with the rise of natural gas — and the increase in natural gas-fired power
plants — there's still a role for coal-fired generation that had been targeted by the CPP. A lot
of that could depend on clean-coal technology that hasn't been implemented here
compared to the rest of the world and the future price of natural gas, said Haibo Zhai,
associate research professor of engineering and public policy.

"If the price of natural gas went up and there are no regulations limiting coal and their
emissions, we could certainly see an increase in coal and a decrease in natural gas,"
Fischbeck said.
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